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My thesis investigates the relationship between the ‘queer’ subjectivities and 
visual culture of Stephen Tennant (1906-1987), Oliver Messel (1904-1978) and 
Rex Whistler (1905-1944) between 1922 and 1939. This time frame reflects the 
beginning of their friendship at the Slade School of Art, their early adulthood 
creativity and a period immediately preceding World War Two in which they were 
visible in press reports as ‘Bright Young People’. I ask: is it possible to detect a 
common visual language across their corpuses in the period 1922-1939? And, is 
this putative visual language queer? 
To answer these questions I draw on unseen private collections and public 
archives to analyse and compare diverse visual material and practices associated 
with these men. These include paintings, drawings, self-presentation, writing, 
photography, theatre set and costume designs and interior decoration. I establish 
queer readings of the visual language I identify by deploying a theoretical 
framework that accounts for relationships between visual works/practices, 
authors and audiences. This guides my understanding that Tennant, Messel and 
Whistler’s subjectivities and visual culture were mutually constituting. I draw 
on established research and primary evidence to demonstrate and analyse the 
ways queer male sexual and gender identities and these men in particular, were 
contemporaneously and subsequently received by particular audiences in specific 
historical and cultural contexts. 
The wide range of Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s visual works has not been 
directly compared before and my attention to their sexual and gender identities in 
relation to their works and practices is new. I contribute to current understandings 
of historical sexual selfhoods and debates within queer historiography. My thesis 
adds to and bridges gaps between, lesbian and gay studies, queer histories, 
British art histories and queer art histories. It also intervenes in established 
narratives attached to these men. 
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Note on Figures and Primary Material
The figures included in this thesis are drawn from multiple locations including 
institutional archives, private collections, public spaces, books and websites. 
Many represent objects that even when found in archives have not been fully 
or individually catalogued. I include sufficient references for future researchers 
to locate materials where reference numbers have not been available. In view 
of the quantity of material it was necessary to assess in order to establish my 
argument, as well as the diverse conditions of viewing, it has not always been 
possible to record dimensions. Where I refer to approximate dimensions, this 
is to give the reader an indication of scale but these do not reflect accurate 
measurements. Where I do not specify that dimensions are approximate, the 
information is drawn from existing sources. These include gallery records, or in 
Whistler’s case, his catalogue raisonné. For archival photographs not housed in 
specialist photography archives, I have drawn on expert advice about the most 
likely photograph type and size based on interwar standards and comparisons. 
I do not include dimensions for figures drawn from secondary sources, such 
as books, for which I have no record of the original object size. I italicise pre-
existing recognised titles, such as for artworks housed in galleries, as well as my 
descriptive titles for previously untitled material. Where titles appear within figure 
titles, such as theatre productions, these are differentiated by single inverted 
commas.
Fig. 0.1. Beaton, C. (1927) Stephen Tennant. Gelatin silver print. Approximately 
9 x 6 inches (22.86 x 15.24 cm). Loose archived photograph in Stephen Tennant 
file. Photographed by Bench, P. 2nd August 2018. London: Copyright of The Cecil 
Beaton Studio Archive at Sotheby’s.
Fig. 0.2. Unknown (undated) Oliver Messel. Contact print pasted into album. 
Approximately 2 3/8 x 2 3/8 inches (6 x 6 cm). Accompanies photographs taken 
in Venice, Vienna and Morocco, in album labelled ‘Photo album 1920s – Nymans 
30s zone 4’. Photographed by Bench, P. 24th April, 2018. Bristol: Oliver Messel 
Archive, Theatre Collection at The University of Bristol.
Fig. 0.3. Coster, H. (1936) Rex Whistler. Half-plate film negative. Approximately 10 
x 8 inches (25.4 x 20.32 cm). Gallery ref. NPG x12303. London: National Portrait 
Gallery. Accessed 18th July 2020 at <https://www.npg.org.uk/collections/search/
portrait/mw45318>
Fig. 2.1. Unknown (1928) Rex Whistler and Glyn Jones at Capri (Recto). Gelatin 
silver print on Velox paper. Approximately 6 x 8 inches (15.24 x 20.32 cm). 
Photographed by Bench, P. 30th April 2018. Salisbury: Rex Whistler Archive at 
The Salisbury Museum.
Fig. 2.2. Unknown (1928) Rex Whistler and Glyn Jones at Capri (Verso). Gelatin 
silver print on Velox paper. Approximately 6 x 8 inches (15.24 x 20.32 cm). 
Masking tape over crease. Pencil notes: ‘Rex Whistler’ ‘Glyn Jones’ ‘Rex at Capri 
1928’ ‘(British School at Rome)’. Photographed by Bench, P. 30th April 2018. 
Salisbury: Rex Whistler Archive at The Salisbury Museum.
List of Figures
Fig. 3.1. Tennant, S. (1920s) Page from Tennant’s Scrapbook with Eight Images of 
Gloria Swanson. Tattered brown sugar paper pages now loose from any binding 
but with companion pages. Approximately 17 x 12 inches (43cm x 30 cm). This 
page includes cut and pasted press clippings with notes indicating Swanson’s 
films ‘Zaza’, ‘The Impossible Mrs. Bellew’ and an article caption indicating her 
potential role in Peter Pan. Photographed by Bench, P. 14th September 2015. 
Fakenham: Private collection of Viktor Wynd.
Fig. 3.2. Tennant, S. (1920s) Page from Tennant’s Scrapbook with Eight Images 
of Gloria Swanson. Tattered brown sugar paper pages now loose from any 
binding but with companion pages. Approximately 17 x 12 inches (43cm x 30 
cm). This page includes cut and pasted press clippings with notes indicating 
Swanson’s films including ‘Her Love Story’, ‘Wages of Virtue’ and ‘Manhandled’. 
Photographed by Bench, P. 14th September 2015. Fakenham: Private collection 
of Viktor Wynd.
Fig. 3.3. Beaton, C. (1927/8) Stephen Tennant in his Silver Room with Bronze 
Bust of him by Jacob Epstein. Copyright of The Cecil Beaton Studio Archive at 
Sotheby’s. Published in The Contents of Wilsford Manor, Sotheby’s, October 
1987, p. 161.
Fig. 3.4. Whistler, R. (1937) Portrait of Caroline Paget. Oil paint on canvas. 16 x 
18 inches (40.5 x 46 cm). Photographed by Bench, P. 12th June 2017. New Bond 
Street, London: Sotheby’s. 
Fig. 3.5. Messel, O. (c. 1922) Self-Portrait. Oil paint on canvas. 13 3/4 x 11 3/4 
inches (35 x 30 cm). Photographed by Bench, P. 10th April 2018. West Sussex: 
Nymans.
Fig. 3.6. Whistler, R. (c. 1930s). A Nude Study of Lady Caroline Paget on a Bed. 
Oil paint on canvas. 7 x 8 1/2 inches (18 x 21.5 cm). National Trust accession 
number 1176328. Photographed by Bench, P. 6th June 2018. Anglesey: Plas 
Newydd. 
Fig. 3.7. Whistler, R. (1929) Gerald Tyrwhitt-Wilson, 14th Baron Berners [Lord 
Berners]. Oil paint on artist board. 15 7/8 x 13 inches (40.2 x 32.9 cm). Viewed in 
person in gallery storage. Gallery ref. NPG 5050. London: National Portrait Gallery. 
Accessed 30th July 2020 at <https://www.npg.org.uk/collections/search/portrait/
mw00539/Gerald-Tyrwhitt-Wilson-14th-Baron-Berners?search=sp&sText=Berners
&rNo=2>
Fig. 3.8. Messel, O. (c. mid-1930s) Two Black Men Dressed as Neptune and 
a Triton. Charcoal, crayon and pastel on buff paper, in carved wooden frames 
probably designed by Rex Whistler. 38 1/4 x 28 1/2 inches (97.2 x 72.4 cm) 
each. Viewed in person at Christies and West Dean where they currently reside. 
Accessed 30th July 2020 at <https://www.christies.com/PDF/catalog/2016/
CKS13765_SaleCat.pdf>
Fig. 3.9. Probably Beaton, C. (1932) Oliver Messel in Costume at Cecil Beaton’s 
Party at Ashcombe. Gelatin silver print cut and pasted into Anne Messel’s album. 
Approximately 10 x 8 inches (25.4 x 20.32 cm). Page includes the note ‘Oliver and 
his [unintelligible] figure’ ‘His dame at Cecil Beaton’s Party at Ashcombe on Nov 
6th 1932’. Photographed by Bench, P. 22nd June 2018. Birr Castle, County Offaly, 
Ireland: Archive of Anne Parsons, Countess of Rosse, neé Messel, previously 
Armstrong-Jones.
Fig. 3.10. Unknown (c. 1928) Dancers in ‘Dance Little Lady’, from the Revue 
‘This Year of Grace’, by Noel Coward. Published in Castle, C. (1986, pp. 46-47). I 
believe the central dancer is Laurie Devine and that she is incorrectly identified as 
Tilly Losch by Castle.
Fig. 3.11. Unknown (c. 1936) Series of Photographs Depicting Unknown Blonde 
Man with a Mirror and a Mask. Gelatin silver contact prints pasted onto album 
page. Individual prints approximately 2 3/8 x 2 3/8 inches (6 x 6 cm). In album 
labelled ‘Oliver in Hollywood – Romeo and Juliet’. The page has nine contact 
prints of this size. Rowland Leigh is pictured seated. Photographed by Bench, 
P. 24th April 2018. Bristol: Oliver Messel Archive: Theatre Collection at The 
University of Bristol.
Fig. 3.12. Messel, O. (1937) Head-dress for Titania in Shakespeare’s play ‘A 
Midsummer Night’s Dream’, performed at the Old Vic. Mixed haberdashery 
materials, wire and cellophane. 19 1/4 inches (49 cm) circumference, 5 inches 
(12.5 cm) high. Museum ref. S.507-2006. Photographed by Bench, P. 9th May 
2018. London: Victoria and Albert Museum, Blythe House.
Fig. 4.1. Unknown (1924) Stephen Tennant, Mrs Trussler (Tennant’s Nanny) and 
Rex Whistler in the Piazza del Duomo, Milan. Published in Cecil, H. and Cecil, 
M. (2012, p. 27), who caption it as recording a trip to Paris, which I propose is 
incorrect.
Fig. 4.2. Unknown (1927) Rex Whistler, Edith Oliver, Zita Jungman, Stephen 
Tennant and Cecil Beaton in Saint-Jean-Cap-Ferrat. Published in Thomasson, A. 
(2015, plate 8) and in reverse mirror image in Hoare, P. (1990, between pages 80 
and 81). 
Fig. 4.3. Tennant, S. (1920s) Page from Stephen Tennant’s Scrapbook. Tattered 
brown sugar paper pages now loose from any binding but with companion pages. 
Approximately 17 x 12 inches (43cm x 30 cm). The page includes two cut and 
pasted images of Rudolph Valentino. One has Tennant’s ink note ‘Rudolf [sic] in 
“The [sic] Sainted Devil”’ (a film of 1924) in top right corner. Another of Valentino 
in military uniform is labelled ‘Rudolf in “The Eagle”’ (a film of 1925). The page 
includes an image labelled in ink ‘HRH [Edward] The Prince of Wales’. The Prince 
wears plus-fours and holds a golf club. At the top of the page is a small image 
labelled ‘Agnes Ayres’ in ink. Photographed by Bench, P. 14th September 2015. 
Fakenham: Private collection of Viktor Wynd.
Fig. 4.4. Whistler, R. (c. 1933) Self-Portrait. Oil paint on canvas. 16 x 15 1/2 inches 
(40.6 x 36.8 cm). On permanent display at Tate Britain outside the entrance to the 
Whistler restaurant with his murals, a space formerly understood as a refreshment 
room in the interwar years. It was bequeathed to the gallery by Edith Olivier 
in 1948. Viewed in person. Gallery ref. N05865. Accessed 24th June 2020 at 
<https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/whistler-self-portrait-n05865>
Fig. 4.5. Whistler, R. (undated) Self-Portrait. Photograph of oil painting. Original 
painting measures 14 x 10 inches (35.56 x 25.4 cm), details drawn from catalogue 
raisonné (Whistler and Fuller, 1960, p. 30). This photograph has verso note in 
black ink: ‘Rex Whistler, Himself 14 x 10 offered 44/55, Ref. 8033’ with gallery 
ink stamp stating 1955, the year it was offered but not purchased by the gallery. 
Photographed by Bench, P. 12th September 2017. London: National Portrait 
Gallery.
Fig. 4.6. Coster, H. (1936) Rex Whistler. Half-plate film negative. Approximately 10 
x 8 inches (25.4 x 20.32 cm). One of a series by the photographer. Also published 
in Owen, E. (1993, p. 124). Gallery ref. NPG x12292. Photographed by Bench, P. 
12th September 2017. London: National Portrait Gallery.
Fig. 4.7. Whistler, R. (c. 1934) Rex Whistler. Oil paint on canvas. 14 1/2 x 10 1/4 
inches (36.8 x 26 cm). Viewed in person in gallery storage. Gallery ref. NPG 4124. 
London: National Portrait Gallery. Accessed 24th June 2020 at <https://www.npg.
org.uk/collections/search/portrait/mw06742>
Fig. 4.8. Unknown (c. 1936) Oliver Messel at a Social Function. Gelatin silver print. 
Approximately 6 x 8 inches (15.24 x 20.32 cm). Loose photograph with verso 
note in ink: ‘Ory [Sic] Kelly, me & Howard Green’ and ‘Hollywood’ in pencil. With 
Messel’s Hollywood album. Photographed by Bench, P. 24th April 2018. Bristol: 
Oliver Messel Archive, Theatre Collection at The University of Bristol.
Fig. 4.9. Unknown (c. 1927) Stephen Tennant, Probably at Saint-Jean-Cap-Ferrat. 
Unidentified press clipping pasted into album. This small image is captioned ‘The 
Hon. Stephen Tennant, Lady Grey of Fallodon’s younger son, writes as well as 
he draws and paints’. It shares a magazine page with his mother Lady Grey at 
Saint-Jean-Cap-Ferrat and other titled women. Cecil Beaton’s Press Books, vol. 
1 Museum Number ADD B/1 1986. Photographed by Bench, P. 29th July 2015. 
London: Victoria and Albert Museum, Blythe House.
Fig. 4.10. Unknown (c. late 1920s) Stephen Tennant with Sir John Dyer and 
Others. Press clipping. Third image in a series of three (including figs. 4.11 and 
4.12) posted on the Instagram account ‘michaelparkinfineart’ by Diana Parkin. 
Accessed 7th May 2020 <https://www.instagram.com/p/B_5KxjFnKH3/>
Fig. 4.11. Unknown (c. 1920s) Striped Sun Hat Purchased at the 1987 
Wilsford Auction (top side). Probably straw or similar. First image in a series 
of three (including figs. 4.10 and 4.12) posted on the Instagram account 
‘michaelparkinfineart’ by Diana Parkin. Accessed 7th May 2020 <https://www.
instagram.com/p/B_5KxjFnKH3/>
Fig. 4.12. Unknown (c. 1920s) Striped Sun Hat Purchased at the 1987 Wilsford 
Auction (under side). Probably straw or similar. Second image in a series 
of three (including figs. 4.10 and 4.11) posted on the Instagram account 
‘michaelparkinfineart’ by Diana Parkin. Accessed 7th May 2020 <https://www.
instagram.com/p/B_5KxjFnKH3/>
Fig. 4.13. Unknown (undated, late 1920s - early 1930s) Oliver Messel with 
Unidentified Man. Gelatin silver print pasted into album. Approximately 8 x 6 
inches (20.32 x 15.24 cm). A photograph nearby in album, notes ‘San Faustino’. 
In album labelled ‘Photo album 1920s – Nymans 30s zone 4’. Photographed by 
Bench, P. 24th April 2018. Bristol: Oliver Messel Archive, Theatre Collection at The 
University of Bristol.
Fig. 4.14. Unknown (1929 or 1930) Stephen in Charles James, Polly in Cage. 
Probably taken in Syracuse, Sicily. Published in Hoare (1990, between pages 176 
and 177). Title taken from Hoare’s caption.
Fig. 4.15. Whistler, R. (1923) Design for a Dressing Gown. Ink on paper 
sketchbook page. Approximately 10 x 7 inches (25.4 x 17.78 cm). Includes 
Whistler’s note: ‘Design for a dressing gown: Magenta, collard & cuffed with 
scarlet. Bound with silver metallic braid & waist cord’. Page is between pages 87 
and 98 in sketchbook labelled ‘1923 A’ and with Whistler’s inscription ‘Whistler, 
1923, Slade School’ on cover. Photographed by Bench, P. 29th August 2017. 
Salisbury: Rex Whistler Archive at The Salisbury Museum.
Fig. 4.16. Whistler, R. (1925) Labour & the Idle Rich. Pencil, ink and colour wash 
on paper sketchbook page. Approximately 10 x 8 inches (25.4 x 20.32 cm). 
Page 58 of Whistler’s 1924/1925 sketchbook and titled by him. Photographed 
by Bench, P. 29th August 2017. Salisbury: Rex Whistler Archive at The Salisbury 
Museum.
Fig. 4.17. Whistler, R. (1924) L’Aiglon. Ink and colour wash on paper sketchbook 
page. Approximately 10 x 8 inches (25.4 x 20.32 cm). Page 43 of Whistler’s 
1924/1925 sketchbook and titled by him. Photographed by Bench, P. 29th August 
2017. Salisbury: Rex Whistler Archive at The Salisbury Museum.
Fig. 4.18. Tennant, S. (undated) Cover Design for Lascar: A Story of the Maritime 
Boulevard. Coloured inks on paper. 22 x 15 inches (56 x 38 cm). From private 
London collection. Exhibited in On Peacock Island, by Volker Eichelmann. 
Photographed by Bench, P. 28th January 2017. Southend: Focal Point Gallery.
Fig. 4.19. Whistler, R. (1924) Fashions for Men for 1925. Ink and colour wash on 
paper sketchbook page. Approximately 10 x 8 inches (25.4 x 20.32 cm). Page 6 
of Whistler’s 1924/1925 sketchbook and titled by him. Photographed by Bench, P. 
29th August 2017. Salisbury: Rex Whistler Archive at The Salisbury Museum.
Fig. 4.20. Beaton, C. (1927) Stephen Tennant as Prince Charming. Bromide print 
(gelatin silver print). Approximately 7 4/8 x 10 3/8 inches (190mm x 264mm), as 
per the National Portrait Gallery’s print, ref. NPG x40379. I follow the NPG’s title. 
This print photographed by Bench, P. 5th August 2015. London: Copyright of The 
Cecil Beaton Studio Archive at Sotheby’s.
Fig. 4.21. Beaton, C. (1927) The Hon. Stephen Tennant as Prince Charming. 
Press clipping pasted into album. Titled as per original caption. The Tatler, 11th 
May 1927 p. 249. Cecil Beaton’s press books. Museum ref. AA B/2 1989 vol 2. 
Photographed by Bench, P. 29th July 2015. London: Victoria and Albert Museum, 
Blythe House.
Fig. 4.22. Tennant, S. (1925) Illustration of an Eighteenth-Century Man. Colour 
wash over pencil on paper. This original artwork is approximately 11 1/2 x 
7 inches (29 x 18 cm). Published as a tip-in plate on page 43 of The Vein in 
the Marble (1925), by Pamela Grey [Tennant’s Mother]. London: Philip Allan & 
Company Ltd. Photograph and details supplied by private London collector. 
Fig. 4.23. Tennant, S. (1920s) Page Detail from Stephen Tennant’s Scrapbook. 
Tattered brown sugar paper pages now loose from any binding but with 
companion pages. Approximately 17 x 12 inches (43cm x 30 cm). The page 
includes two cut and pasted images of Rudolph Valentino and Tennant’s note in 
green ink: ‘Rudolph Valentino in “Monsieur Beaucaire”’. Photographed by Bench, 
P. 14th September 2015. Fakenham: Private collection of Viktor Wynd.
Fig. 4.24. Beaton, C. (1927) Rex Whistler at Wilsford. Gelatin silver print. 
Approximately 8 x 10 inches (20.32 x 25.4 cm). Verso pencil note ‘Rex Whistler’ 
written twice, along with Beaton Studio ink stamp and ‘1/3’. Photographed 
by Bench, P. 2nd August 2018. London: Copyright of The Cecil Beaton Studio 
Archive at Sotheby’s.
Fig. 4.25. Wright, J. of Derby (1781) Sir Brooke Boothby. Oil paint on canvas. 
148.6 x 207.6 cm. Gallery ref. N04132. London: Tate Gallery. Accessed 24th 
June 2020 at < https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/wright-sir-brooke-
boothby-n04132>
Fig. 4.26. Whistler, R. (1928) Costume Design for Stephen Tennant as Percy 
Bysshe Shelley (recto). Ink and colour wash on paper. 7 11/16 x 4 3/4 inches 
(19.5 x 12cm). For verso see figure 4.27. Lot 72 in Bonhams sale: Nicky Haslam 
– The Contents of the Hunting Lodge, 2019. Previously sold by Sotheby’s, 1987. 
Photographed by Bench, P. 19th November 2019. New Bond Street, London: 
Bonhams.
Fig. 4.27. Whistler, R. (1928) Costume Design for Stephen Tennant as Percy 
Bysshe Shelley (verso). Ink and colour wash on paper. 7 11/16 x 4 3/4 inches 
(19.5 x 12cm). For recto see figure 4.26. Lot 72 in Bonhams sale: Nicky Haslam 
– The Contents of the Hunting Lodge, 2019. Previously sold by Sotheby’s, 1987. 
Photographed by Bench, P. 19th November 2019. New Bond Street, London: 
Bonhams.
Fig. 4.28. Unknown (1928) Portrait Photograph of Stephen Tennant as the Poet 
Shelley. Inscribed by Tennant at a later date: ‘Stephen Tennant as Percy Bysshe 
Shelley. Rex Whistler designed the suit’. Published in The Contents of Wilsford 
Manor, Sotheby’s, October 1987, p. 152. This photograph is labelled as lot 710 
but described as part of lot 709 in the catalogue.
Fig. 4.29. Mosley, O. (1928) Stephen Tennant in character as a blind boy. Film still 
at 7 minutes 37 seconds. Captured from digitised 16 mm cine film. Amateur film 
made at Savay Farm, Denham, Buckinghamshire. Viewed and captured by Bench, 
P. 12th March 2018. London: Private collection.
Fig. 4.30. Beaton, C. (1930) Serge Lifar as the Highlander. Press clipping pasted 
into album. Vogue, 5th July 1930 p. 46. Cecil Beaton’s press books. Museum ref. 
AAD B/9 1986 vol. 9. Photographed by Bench, P. 30th July 2015. London: Victoria 
and Albert Museum, Blythe House.
Fig. 4.31. Messel, O. (1930) Jacket Designed by Oliver Messel for the Highlander 
in ‘Piccadilly 1830’, a Scene in ‘C. B. Cochran’s 1930 Revue’. Black and cream 
wool, lined with ivory cotton, with cotton rope at epaulettes. It may be a remade 
or adapted version after the original. Messel wore this costume design to 
Daisy Fellowes’ party in Paris, 1931. Part of ensemble in figure 4.30. Museum 
ref. S.500:1/12-2006 No. 9021:9. Photographed by Bench, P. 27th June 2018. 
London: Victoria and Albert Museum, Blythe House.
Fig. 4.32. Messel, O. (1930) Kilt Designed by Oliver Messel for the Highlander 
in ‘Piccadilly 1830’, a scene in ‘C. B. Cochran’s 1930 Revue’. Cream wool with 
printed or painted tartan pattern. It may be a remade or adapted version after the 
original. Messel wore this costume design to Daisy Fellowes’ party in Paris, 1931. 
It is part of ensemble in figure 4.30. Museum ref. S.500: 1-2006. Photographed by 
Bench, P. 27th June 2018. London: Victoria and Albert Museum, Blythe House.
Fig. 4.33. Messel, O. (1930) Socks and Garters Designed by Oliver Messel for 
the Highlander in ‘Piccadilly 1830’, a scene in ‘C. B. Cochran’s 1930 Revue’. 
Socks are fine gauge knit with printed tartan pattern. Garters are painted ribbon 
with cord elastic. Part of an ensemble in figure 4.30. Museum ref. socks: S.500: 
6-2006, garters: S.500:1-9-2006. Photographed by Bench, P. 27th June 2018. 
London: Victoria and Albert Museum, Blythe House.
Fig. 4.34. Whistler, R. (c. 1935) Costume Design for The Rake’s Friend, in ‘The 
Rake’s Progress’. Pencil and opaque paint on loose paper sheet with ink and 
pencil notes. Approximately 16 1/2 x 12 inches (42 x 30.5 cm). Swatch of braid 
attached. Photographed by Bench, P. 30th April 2018. Salisbury: Rex Whistler 
Archive at The Salisbury Museum.
Fig. 4.35. Messel, O. (1932) Costume Design for the Character of Paris, in 
‘Helen!’. Published in Messel, O. and Laver, J. (1933, title page).
Fig. 4.36. Messel, O. (1932) Costume for the Character of Paris in ‘Helen!’. Cream 
wool with ivory leather appliqué and mixed media shoulder pieces. Museum ref. 
S.493:1/2-2006. Photographed by Bench, P. 26th September 2017. London: 
Victoria and Albert Museum, Blythe House.
Fig. 4.37. Beaton, C. (1932) Oliver Messel and His Sister Anne. Gelatin silver 
print pasted into album. Approximately 11 1/2 x 12 inches ( 29.21 x 30.48 cm). 
Notes in black ink on album page: ‘Oliver and me at the Bryan Guinness’ party at 
Biddesden on Nov. 5th 1932’ and ‘by Cecil Beaton’. Variants published in Castle, 
C. (1986, pp. 88-9) and Muir, R. (2020, p. 181). Photographed by Bench, P. 22nd 
June 2018. Birr Castle, County Offaly, Ireland: Archive of Anne Parsons, Countess 
of Rosse, neé Messel, previously Armstrong-Jones.
Fig. 4.38. Unknown (1939) Mr. Peter Glenville Wearing Messel’s Costume for 
the Character of Paris in ‘Helen!’. Magazine page pasted into album. Image 
is captioned as ‘Mr. Peter Glenville, stylised Roman’. Magazine article titled 
‘Georgian Ball at Osterley’, from Vogue, 9th August 1939 p. 25. Small image 
sharing magazine page with five other photographs. Anne recorded the source. 
Photographed by Bench, P. 22nd June 2018. Birr Castle, County Offaly, Ireland: 
Archive of Anne Parsons, Countess of Rosse, neé Messel, previously Armstrong-
Jones.
Fig. 4.39. Messel, O. (1962) Man in Robes. Oil paint and diluted colour wash 
on unidentified ground. Glazed and in mirror panel and silvered wood frame. 
Approximately 39 1/3 x 33 1/2 inches (100 x 85 cm) framed. Temporarily exhibited 
with other examples of Messel’s portraits at Nymans. Photograph taken by 
Bench, P. 10th April 2018. West Sussex: Nymans.
Fig. 4.40. Whistler, R. (1926) Renaissance Figure. Ink drawing with pencil notes 
on paper sketchbook page. Approximately 9 x 6 inches (22.86 x 15.24 cm). 
Notes relate to the Borgia family. From floral cover sketchbook labelled ‘1926 A’. 
Photographed by Bench, P. 29th August 2017. Salisbury: Rex Whistler Archive at 
The Salisbury Museum.
Fig. 4.41. Whistler, R. (1926) Costume Designs. Ink drawing with pencil notes on 
paper sketchbook page. Approximately 9 x 6 inches (22.86 x 15.24 cm). Notes 
include: ‘scarlet tights’ ‘belt, bouquet, garter’ ‘bodice tight fitting’ and ‘skirt’. From 
floral cover sketchbook labelled ‘1926 A’. Photographed by Bench, P. 29th August 
2017. Salisbury: Rex Whistler Archive at The Salisbury Museum.
Fig. 4.42. Unknown (c. mid-1930s) Oliver Messel, Possibly in Albania. Gelatin 
silver print pasted into album. Approximately 16 x 12 inches (40.64 x 30.48 cm). 
Album includes photographs taken in Amalfi and Croatia. An enlarged, cropped 
copy is mounted, glazed and framed in same archive. This version in album 
labelled ‘Austria & Italy zone 4, 11’. Photographed by Bench, P. 24th April 2018. 
Bristol: Oliver Messel Archive, Theatre Collection at The University of Bristol.
Fig. 4.43. Messel, O. (undated c. 1934) Sketches of Dancing Figures. Pencil on 
paper sketchbook page. Approximately 20 x 16 inches (50.8cm x 40.64 cm) with 
the note: ‘Bolero’. Page from sketchbook labelled ‘3’. Close to a similar drawing 
with note: ‘a Man of Andalucía’. Photographed by Bench, P. 24th April 2018. 
Bristol: Oliver Messel Archive, Theatre Collection at The University of Bristol.
Fig. 4.44. Messel, O. (c. 1934) Jacket for Don Juan. Velour, bouclé patterned 
fabric, metallic embroidery, sequins and trims. Museum ref. 8997. Photographed 
by Bench, P. 26th September 2017. London: Victoria and Albert Museum, Blythe 
House.
Fig. 4.45. Unknown (c. 1934) Oliver Messel Dressed as Don Juan. Gelatin silver 
print pasted into album. Approximately 12 x 10 inches (30.48 x 25.4 cm). Messel 
designed this costume for Douglas Fairbanks in the film, The Private Life of Don 
Juan, 1934. In album labelled ‘Oliver in Hollywood Romeo + Juliet’. Photographed 
by Bench, P. 24th April 2018. Bristol: Oliver Messel Archive, Theatre Collection at 
The University of Bristol.
Fig. 4.46. M. Retana, Sastre de Toreros (tailor of bullfighters) (undated) Heavily 
Embellished Bullfighter’s Ensemble of Jacket, Waistcoat and Breeches (Traje de 
Luces). Green velvet. Jacket is lined with cream cotton and pink cloth. Ensemble 
was owned by Messel. Photographed by Bench, P. 30th June 2018. Sussex: 
Private collection.
Fig. 4.47. Messel, O. (1950) Portrait of a Torero, Three-Quarter Length, Seated 
Wearing a ‘Traje de Luces’. Oil paint on canvas. 30 x 23 inches (76.2 x 58.4 cm). 
Previously exhibited at O’Hana Gallery, London, 1962. For sale at Christies online, 
September 2020. Accessed 2nd Oct 2020 at < https://onlineonly.christies.com/s/
snowdon-life-art-objects/oliver-hilary-sambourne-messel-1904-1978-15/96683>
Fig. 4.48. Unknown (1920s) Oliver Messel Posing Nude on a Rock. Gelatin silver 
print pasted into album. Approximately 3 1/2 x 7 inches (8.89 x 17.78 cm). First 
page in album labelled ‘Photo album 1920s – Nymans 30s zone 4’. Photographed 
by Bench, P. 24th April 2018. Bristol: Oliver Messel Archive, Theatre Collection at 
The University of Bristol.
Fig. 4.49. Whistler, R. (1932) Illustration of a Male Nude. Black ink print on loose 
paper sheet. Approximately 5 1/2 x 8 inches (13.97 x 20.32cm). Published in 
James, E. (1932, p. 70). Laurence Whistler’s pencil notes: ‘Passed’, ‘Africa p. 
70’ and ‘original of this is missing’. Photographed by Bench, P. 30th April 2018. 
Salisbury: Rex Whistler Archive at The Salisbury Museum.
Fig. 4.50. Beaton, C. (1927) Rex Whistler in Saint-Jean-Cap-Ferrat. Gelatin silver 
print. Approximately 8 x 10 inches (20.32 x 25.4 cm). Verso notes in pencil ‘Rex 
Whistler’ written twice along with Beaton Studio ink stamp and ‘1/1’. Published 
in Muir, R. (2020, p. 84). Photographed by Bench, P. 2nd August, 2018. London: 
Copyright of The Cecil Beaton Studio Archive at Sotheby’s. 
Fig. 4.51. Anthony, G. (undated) Oliver Messel Posing with a Fishing Net. Gelatin 
silver print. Approximately 12 x 10 inches (30.48 x 25.4 cm). Loose photograph, 
verso has Gordon Anthony copyright stamp. In folder labelled OHM/3/2/27 – 35 
‘Photographs of Oliver Messel’. Photographed by Bench, P. 24th April 2018. 
Bristol: Oliver Messel Archive, Theatre Collection at The University of Bristol.
Fig. 4.52. Messel, O. (undated, 1930s) 12 x Photographs of François (Féral) 
Benga. Contact prints. Each print approximately 2 3/8 x 2 3/8 inches (6 x 6 cm). 
Stored in plastic slipcover with envelope labelled ‘Unmarked’ ‘Leslie Howard & 
Merle Oberon x 2’. Photographed by Bench, P. 26th June 2018. Bristol: Oliver 
Messel Archive, Theatre Collection at The University of Bristol.
Fig. 4.53. Messel, O. (undated, 1930s) François (Féral) Benga. Contact print. 
Approximately 2 3/8 x 2 3/8 inches (6 x 6 cm). Stored in plastic slipcover with 
envelope labelled ‘Unmarked’ ‘Leslie Howard & Merle Oberon x 2’. Photographed 
by Bench, P. 26th June 2018. Bristol: Oliver Messel Archive, Theatre Collection at 
The University of Bristol.
Fig. 4.54. Beaton, C. (1927) Stephen Tennant. Gelatin silver print. Image sent 
digitally by the archive, 18th April 2019. Dimensions unavailable because of 
coronavirus restrictions. London: Copyright of The Cecil Beaton Studio Archive at 
Sotheby’s.
Fig. 5.1. Whistler, R. (1936-8) Dining-Room at Plas Newydd (mural). Oil paint on 
canvas on wall. Main wall: 12 ft 6 in x 47 ft (3.81 x 14.33 m), end walls: 12 ft 6 in x 
17 ft 8 in (3.81 x 5.38 m). Figure shows most of long wall and part of one end wall. 
Long wall faces windows and mirror tiles. Photographed by Bench, P. 6th June 
2018. Anglesey: Plas Newydd.
Fig. 5.2. Whistler, R. (1936-8) Detail of Plas Newydd Mural. Oil paint on canvas on 
wall. See centre of large mural panel in figure 5.1. Photographed by Bench, P. 6th 
June 2018. Anglesey: Plas Newydd.
Fig. 5.3. Philpot, G. (1922) Repose on the Flight into Egypt. Oil paint on canvas. 
Support: 29 1/2 x 45 1/2 x 1 inches (74.9 x 116.1 x 2.5 cm). Gallery ref. T11861. 
London: Tate Britain. Accessed 29th June 2020 at <https://www.tate.org.uk/art/
artworks/philpot-repose-on-the-flight-into-egypt-t11861>
Fig. 5.4. Whistler, R. (c. 1934-5) The Triumph of Neptune Carpet. Probably wool. 
Approximately 18 ft 1 in x 12 ft (5.76 x 3.66 m). Designed for Edward James, 
woven at Wilton Royal Carpet Factory. Photographed by Bench, P. 21st May 
2018. Sussex: Edward James Foundation at West Dean.
Fig. 5.5. Whistler, R. (c. 1935) The Triumph of Neptune Carpet (detail). Probably 
wool. See figure 5.4. Designed for Edward James, woven at Wilton Royal Carpet 
Factory. Photographed by Bench, P. 21st May 2018. Sussex: Edward James 
Foundation at West Dean.
Fig. 5.6. Whistler, R. (c. 1938) Mural Remnant from the Former Bathroom at 
Lavington Park, Sussex. Oil paint on wall surface. Now approximately 39 x 56 
inches (99.06 x 142.24 cm), originally 56 x 84 inches (142.24 x 213.36 cm). 
Photographed by Bench, P. 18th December 2018. Sussex: Lavington Park.
Fig. 5.7. Photograph by Sasha (May 1930) Mr. Cochran’s Young Men!. Magazine 
tear sheet from Britannia and Eve, p. 58. Approximately 8 1/4 x 11 3/4 inches (21 
x 29.7 cm). Label for Romeike Curtice attached, indicating it was sent to Whistler 
by a professional press service. No named author. Photographed by Bench, P. 8th 
January 2019. Salisbury: Rex Whistler Archive at The Salisbury Museum.
Fig. 5.8. Whistler, R. (1926-7) The Pursuit of Rare Meats (mural). Oil paint and 
wax medium on canvas on wall. Main walls: 8 x 54 ft (2.44 x 16.46 m), end walls: 
8 x 32 ft (2.44 x 9.75 m). London: Tate Britain. Accessed 29th June at <https://
londontheinside.com/rex-whistler-late-at-tate/>
Fig. 5.9. Whistler, R. (1926-7) The Pursuit of Rare Meats (mural detail). Oil paint 
and wax medium on canvas on wall. Approximately 5 x 7 ft (1.52 x 2.13 m) visible. 
See figure 5.8. London: Tate Britain. Photographed by Bench, P. 3rd January 
2017. London: Tate Britain.
Fig. 5.10. Ravilious, E. (1934) Windmill [wind wheel or wind pump]. Watercolour 
and pencil. Dimensions unrecorded. Private collection. Accessed 29th June 2020 
at <https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Windmill_-_Eric_Ravilious_-_1934.
jpg>
Fig. 5.11. Tennant, S. (undated) Venice, Early Morning and Other Poems by 
Stephen Tennant. Ink on paper. Unframed approximately 13 x 8 inches (33.02 
x 20.32 cm). Photographed by Bench, P. 19th April 2018. Private collection of 
Volker Eichelmann.
Fig. 5.12. Spencer, S. (1924-7) The Resurrection, Cookham. Oil paint on canvas. 
Support: 108 x 216 inches (274.3 x 548.6 cm). Gallery ref. N04239. London: 
Tate Britain. Accessed 29th June 2020 at <https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/
spencer-the-resurrection-cookham-n04239>
Fig. 5.13. Knights, W. (1920) The Deluge. Oil paint on canvas. Support: 152.9 x 
183.5 cm. London: Tate Britain. Accessed 29th June 2020 at <https://www.tate.
org.uk/art/artworks/knights-the-deluge-t05532>
Fig. 5.14. Unknown photographer (1924) Press Clipping Representing Two Mural 
Panels at the Highways Club for Boys in Shadwell: Whistler’s on Left Side, Mary 
Adshead’s on Right Side. This accompanied a review of the Shadwell mural, 
titled ‘Mural Decoration – A Slade Experiment in Shadwell’, by Charles Marriott 
in The Times, 24th September 1924, p. 7. Found in Ronald Fuller’s scrapbook. 
Photographed by Bench, P. 8th January 2019. Salisbury: Rex Whistler Archive at 
The Salisbury Museum.
Fig. 5.15. Whistler, R. (1925) Rustic Scene: Villagers Dancing (Shadwell mural 
panel. One of a pair). Oil paint on canvas. Unframed: 12 ft x 7 ft 5 inches (3.66 x 
2.2 m). Photographed by Bench, P. 9th February 2018. London: University College 
London.
Fig. 5.16. Whistler, R. (c. 1925) Photograph of a Mural Panel for the Highways 
Club for Boys in Shadwell. Gelatin silver print pasted into Stephen Tennant’s 
scrapbook. Approximately 8 x 6 inches (20.32 x 15.24 cm). Photographed by 
Bench, P. 14th September 2015. Fakenham: Private collection of Viktor Wynd.
Fig. 5.17. Tennant, S. (1926) Letter from Stephen Tennant to Cecil Beaton (verso). 
Black ink on Wilsford Manor headed paper. Approximately 9 x 6 inches (23 x 
15.24 cm). Tennant’s note with sketch: ‘I want to be photographed drowned in 
picturesque rags like this. Or would it be too funny? A sham moon would be 
such fun! – and your lighting always’ [sentence continues onto recto] ‘looks like 
moon-light anyway and is the loveliest lighting I’ve ever seen in any photographs’. 
Photographed by Bench, P. 24th August 2017. Cambridge: St John’s College 
Library Archive.
Fig. 5.18. Tennant, S. (undated) Marseille. Coloured inks and/or wash on paper 
pasted onto card. Approximately 13 x 9 inches (33.02 x 22.86 cm). Subtitled: 
‘“now to the city of terror and enchantment spring had come” by Stephen 
Tennant’. Other words include ‘Saturn’, ‘Venus’ and ‘Orion’. Photographed by 
Bench, P. 6th October 2017. London: Redfern Gallery. 
Fig. 5.19. Messel, O. (1932) Model for the Scene of the Judgement of Paris: 
Mount Ida. Photograph from The Sketch, 10th February, p. 251. In album for 
Helen! labelled ‘9 zone 4’. Bristol: Oliver Messel Archive, Theatre Collection at The 
University of Bristol. 
Fig. 5.20. Whistler, R. (1926-7) The Pursuit of Rare Meats (detail). Oil and wax 
medium on canvas on wall. Approximately 20 x 28 inches (50.8 x 71.12 cm) 
visible. See figure 5.8. London: Tate Britain. Photographed by Bench, P. 3rd 
January 2017. London: Tate Britain.
Fig. 5.21. Unknown (undated, c. late 1930s) Photograph of Drawing-Room at 
90 Gower Street, London, with Whistler’s Murals. Mural panels now reside at 
University College London. They depict trompe l’oeil paintings of ‘Four Circular 
Plaques’, ‘Two Pretence Mezzotints’ and ‘A Jug in a Niche’, as described in 
Whistler, L. and Fuller, R. (1960, p. 6). Photograph: Courtesy of UCL Art Museum. 
Photograph copyright: UCL Digital Media.
Fig. 5.22. Whistler, R. (1935) Diane Chasseresse (Mural Panel for the Drawing-
Room at 90 Gower Street, London). Oil paint on wall surface. One of two trompe 
l’oeil mezzotints. Panel is 2 ft 8 in x 2 ft 5 inches (81.28 x 73.66cm). Viewed in 
person 9th February 2018. London: Slade School of Fine Art. Courtesy of UCL Art 
Museum. Photograph copyright: UCL Digital Media.
Fig. 5.23. Whistler, R. (1935) Diane Chasseresse (detail) (Mural Panel for the 
Drawing-Room at 90 Gower Street, London) (see figs. 5.21 and 5.22). Oil paint 
on wall surface. Approximately 5 x 8 inches (12.7 x 20.32 cm) visible. Viewed in 
person 9th February 2018. London: Slade School of Fine Art. Courtesy of UCL Art 
Museum. Photograph copyright: UCL Digital Media.
Fig. 5.24. Gellée, C. [Claude Lorrain or Claude] (1648) Seaport with the 
Embarkation of the Queen of Sheba. Oil paint on canvas. 58 3/4 x 77 1/2 inches 
(149.1 x 196.7 cm). Gallery ref. NG14. London: National Gallery. Accessed 29th 
June 2020 at <https://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/claude-seaport-with-
the-embarkation-of-the-queen-of-sheba>
Fig. 5.25. Poussin, N. (c. 1637-8) Et in Arcadia Ego (or The Arcadian Shepherds). 
Oil paint on canvas. 34 1/4 x 47 1/4 inches (85 x 121 cm). Paris: Louvre Museum. 
Accessed 29th June at < https://www.nicolas-poussin.com/en/works/arcadian-
shepherds/>
Fig. 5.26. Whistler, R. (1932-3) Ulysses’ Farewell to Penelope. Oil paint on 
canvas. 60 x 50 inches (152.4 x 127cm). See Whistler, L. and Fuller, R. (1960, 
p. 18). Private collection. Photographed by Bench, P.  30th January 2020, while 
the painting was on temporary display. Salisbury: Rex Whistler Archive at The 
Salisbury Museum.
Fig. 5.27. Whistler, R. (1932-3) Ulysses’ Farewell to Penelope (detail). Oil paint on 
canvas. See figure 5.26. Approximately 18 x 24 inches (45.72 x 60.96 cm). Private 
collection. Photographed by Bench, P.  30th January 2020, while the painting was 
on temporary display. Salisbury: Rex Whistler Archive at The Salisbury Museum.
Fig. 5.28. Poussin, N. (c. 1634-6) A Dance to the Music of Time. Oil paint on 
canvas. 32.4 x 40.9 inches (82.5 x 104 cm). Gallery ref. P108. London: Wallace 
Collection. Accessed 30th June 2020 at <https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/
File:The_dance_to_the_music_of_time_c._1640.jpg>
Fig. 5.29. Unknown (c. 1930-32) Rex Whistler at Port Lympne. Gelatin silver print. 
Approximately 6 x 8 inches (15.24 x 20.32 cm). Verso pencil note by Laurence 
Whistler: ‘Rex, from Sir Malcolm Bullock’, ink stamp ‘3 25’. Photographed by 
Bench, P. 30th January 2020. Salisbury: Rex Whistler Archive at The Salisbury 
Museum.
Fig. 5.30. Messel, O. (1932) Design by Oliver Messel. Press clipping pasted 
into album. Approximately 6 x 8 inches (15.24 x 20.32 cm). Titled ‘The Modern 
“Muriel” “Storied” Walls of 1932’. Caption: ‘A Design for Decoration by Oliver 
Messel’. Probably related to Helen!. In album for Helen! labelled ‘9 zone 4’. 
Photographed by Bench, P. 26th June 2018. Bristol: Oliver Messel Theatre 
Archive, Theatre Collection at The University of Bristol.
Fig. 5.31. Messel, O. (c. 1932) Theatrical Backdrop and Actors. Gelatin silver print 
pasted into album. Approximately 6 x 8 inches (15.24 x 20.32 cm). Probably for 
Helen!. See figure 5.30. In album for Helen! labelled ‘9 zone 4’. Photographed 
by Bench, P. 26th June 2018. Bristol: Oliver Messel Theatre Archive, Theatre 
Collection, University of Bristol.
Fig. 5.32. Whistler, R. (1939) In the Wilderness. Oil paint on canvas. 16 x 20 
inches (40.64 x 50.8 cm). Published in Whistler, L. and Fuller, R. (1960, plate 49, p. 
21). Photographed by Bench, P. 6th June 2018. Anglesey: Plas Newydd
Fig. 5.33. Chubb, R. N. (1925) Contemplation. Oil paint on canvas. 23 1/2 x 19 1/4 
inches (59.5 x 49 cm). Leamington Spa: Leamington Spa Art Gallery and Museum. 
Gallery ref. LEAMG: A456.1956. Accessed 29th June 2020 at <https://artuk.org/
discover/artworks/contemplation-54468/view_as/grid/search/keyword:nicholas-
chubb/page/1#>
Fig. 5.34. Unknown (1936) Leslie Howard on Set for the Film ‘Romeo and Juliet’. 
Gelatin silver print pasted onto card. Approximately 12 x 10 inches (30.48 x 
25.4 cm). In ‘Messel Box 116’ ref. THM/321/63/2, folder ‘Romeo & Juliet, Film, 
Hollywood 1936’. Photographed by Bench, P. 15th September 2017. London: 
Victoria and Albert Museum, Blythe House.
Fig. 5.35. Whistler, R. (1929) Tivoli from the Road. Oil paint on canvas. 10 x 14 
inches (25.4 x 35.56 cm). Private collection. Accessed 29th June 2020 at <http://
www.rexwhistler.com/selected-works.html>
Fig. 5.36. Unknown (1936) Scene from the Film ‘Romeo and Juliet’. Gelatin 
silver print pasted onto card. Approximately 10 x 12 inches (25.4 x 30.48 cm). 
In ‘Messel Box 116’ ref. THM/321/63/2, folder ‘Romeo & Juliet, Film, Hollywood 
1936’. Photographed by Bench, P. 15th September 2017. London: Victoria and 
Albert Museum, Blythe House.
Fig. 5.37. Unknown (c. 1930s) Pool in the Garden of Schloss Hellbrunn, Salzburg. 
Contact print. Approximately 2 3/8 x 2 3/8 inches (6 x 6 cm). In album labelled 
‘Austria and Italy zone 4, 11’. Photographed by Bench, P. 24th April 2018. Bristol: 
Oliver Messel Archive, Theatre Collection at The Bristol University Theatre 
Collection.
Fig. 5.38. Whistler, R. (1930-32) Mural at Port Lympne (detail). Oil paint on canvas 
on wall. Side end wall by entrance. Approximately 9ft (2.74 m) x 3 ½ ft (1.07m). 
See figure 5.44. Photographed by Bench, P. 28th June 2018. Kent: Port Lympne.
Fig. 5.39. Whistler, R. (1930-32) Mural at Port Lympne (detail). Oil paint on canvas 
on wall. Lower part of end wall by entrance. Approximately 20 x 32 inches (50.8 
x 81.28 cm). See figure 5.44. Photographed by Bench, P. 28th June 2018. Kent: 
Port Lympne.
Fig. 5.40. Unknown (1936) Scene from the Film ‘Romeo and Juliet’. Gelatin silver 
print pasted to card. Approximately 10 x 12 inches (25.4 x 30.48 cm). In ‘Messel 
Box 116’ ref. THM/321/63/2, folder ‘Romeo & Juliet, Film, Hollywood 1936’. 
Photographed by Bench, P. 15th September 2017. London: Victoria and Albert 
Museum, Blythe House.
Fig. 5.41. Whistler, R. (1936-8) Dining-Room at Plas Newydd (detail, end wall). 
Probably oil paint on canvas panel on wall, trompe l’oeil fireplaces on end walls 
(not shown) are painted onto wall surface. This panel approximately 12 ft 6 in x 4 
ft 6 inches (3.81 x 137.16 cm). See also figure 5.1. Photographed by Bench, P. 6th 
June 2018. Anglesey: Plas Newydd.
Fig. 5.42. Messel, O. (1932) Oliver Messel’s Model for the Gates of the Palace of 
Sparta. Gelatin silver print pasted into album. Approximately 6 x 8 inches (15.24 x 
20.32 cm). In album labelled ‘9 zone 4’. Also published in Messel, O. and Laver, J. 
(1933) with the caption: ‘Helen: model for telescopic perspective columns. Gates 
of the Palace of Sparta’. Photographed by Bench, P. 26th June 2018. Bristol: 
Oliver Messel Archive, Theatre Collection at The University of Bristol.
Fig. 5.43. Port Lympne Garden and House. Photographed by Bench, P. 28th June 
2018. Kent: Port Lympne.
Fig. 5.44. Whistler, R. (1930-32) Mural at Port Lympne. Oil paint on canvas and 
ceiling plaster. Length 22 ft 1 in. (6.73 cm), breadth 17 ft 2 in. (5.23 m), height 
painted walls 9ft (2.74 m). See Whistler, L. and Fuller, R. (1960, p. 4). Photograph 
copyright Angelo Hornak. Kent: Port Lympne. Accessed 29th June 2020 at < 
http://www.rexwhistler.com/murals.html>
Fig. 5.45. Messel, O. (1937) Bathroom at Val Verde, Santa Barbara, California. 
Photograph copyright of Berge Aran. Published in Messel, T. (2011, pp. 92-93).
Fig. 6.1. Messel, O. (c. 1930s) Album Page. Thick paper with pasted photographs. 
Approximately 17 x 24 inches (43.18 x 60.96 cm). In album labelled ‘Austria & Italy 
zone 4, 11’. Photographed by Bench, P. 24th April 2018. Bristol: Oliver Messel 
Archive, Theatre Collection at The University of Bristol.
Fig. 6.2. Unknown (1906) Wilsford Manor. Originally published in Country Life, 
29th September 1906. Reproduced in The Contents of Wilsford Manor, Sotheby’s, 
October 1987, p. 5.
Fig. 6.3. Beaton, C. (April 1938) The Study at Wilsford Manor. Caption includes: 
‘red and white curtains probably supplied by Syrie Maugham’. Copyright of The 
Cecil Beaton Studio Archive at Sotheby’s. Published in The Contents of Wilsford 
Manor, Sotheby’s, October 1987, p. 18.
Fig. 6.4. Fowler Smith, J. (1939) The Landing of Wilsford Manor. Photograph 
probably intended for Vogue, House & Garden, 11th August 1939. Published in 
The Contents of Wilsford Manor, Sotheby’s, October 1987, p. 19.
Fig. 6.5. Mortimer, J. (1987) First Floor Landing at Wilsford Manor. Published 
in The World of Interiors, October 1987, pp. 150-151. These curtains also 
photographed and published in The Contents of Wilsford Manor, Sotheby’s, 
October 1987, p. 79. Probably purchased by Tennant in 1936/7 from Syrie 
Maugham.
Fig. 6.6. Probably Roche, S. (c. 1935) Palm Torchère. Pink painted plaster. 6ft (183 
cm). Published in The Contents of Wilsford Manor, Sotheby’s, October 1987, p. 
65.
Fig. 6.7. Unknown (1932) Press for ‘Helen!’. Tear sheet pasted into album. 
Approximately 12 x 9 inches (30.48 x 22.86 cm). The Bystander, 6th February 
1932, p. 261. Title: ‘“Oh, Thou Art Fairer Than The Evening Air!”’. Caption: ‘Helen 
of troy Sleeps: Evelyn Laye in “Helen,” The New Classical Burlesque’. In album 
for Helen! labelled ‘9 zone 4’. Photographed by Bench, P. 26th June 2018. Bristol: 
Oliver Messel Archive, Theatre Collection at The University of Bristol.
Fig. 6.8. Whistler, R. (1937) Mural Panel for the Sitting Room at Brook House, 
Park Lane, London (detail). Oil paint on canvas or wood. Cupid panel as pictured, 
approximately 26 x 32 inches (66.04 x 81.28 cm). Photographed by Bench, P. 
29th May 2018. Lewknor, Oxfordshire: Private collection.
Fig. 6.9. Whistler, R. (1937) Mural for the Sitting Room at Brook House, Park Lane, 
London. Oil paint on canvas, wood and ceiling plaster. Entire mural: Wall A: 8 ft 9 
in. x 23 ft. 5 in. (2.67 x 7.14 m), Wall B: 8ft. 9 in. x 14 ft 7 in. (2.67 x 4.45 m), Wall 
C: 8 ft. 9 in. x 17 ft. 2 in. (2.67 x 5.23 m). Photographed by Bench, P. 29th May 
2018. Lewknor, Oxfordshire: Private collection.
Fig. 6.10. Beaton, C. (1933) Baba Beaton in Syrie Maugham’s Drawing Room. 
Copyright of The Cecil Beaton Studio Archive at Sotheby’s. Published in 
Calloway, S. (1988, image 362, p. 278).
Fig. 6.11. Hoyningen-Huene, G. (1933) Jean Harlow in ‘Dinner at Eight’. Film still 
similar to this photograph published in Massey, A. (2000, p. 68). Copyright Getty 
Images. Accessed 5th July 2020 at < https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0023948/
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This thesis focuses on the lives and works of Stephen Tennant (1906-1987), 
Oliver Messel (1904-1978) and Rex Whistler (1905-1944) in the period 1922-
1939. Concentrating on these men and a specific historical moment enables me 
to demonstrate and explore the links between their queer subjectivities and the 
visual culture they produced or are closely associated with. Throughout this thesis 
I refer to Tennant, Messel and Whistler in this order to recognise and partially 
redress the balance of critical attention each has previously been accorded. My 
period of focus covers the beginning of their friendship at the Slade School of Art 
until the outbreak of World War Two, which precipitated significant social changes 
and in which Whistler died in action. I argue that in this period of early adulthood 
creativity, significant visual coherence in subjects, styles, themes and motifs 
across Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s works and practices constitute a visual 
language, which I also link to their queer subjectivities.
I refer to a visual language in preference to discussion of an aesthetic because 
of that term’s association with intentionality, recognised principles and artistic 
movements. By framing visual coherences as a language, I indicate the 
contingency of the meanings I interpret. I identify visual relationships across 
Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s corpuses, analysing their identities and works 
in relation to other cultural ‘texts’, people and practices at specific moments, 
in particular places. By referring to a visual language, I point towards the ways 
these men and their works were ‘read’ by diverse contemporaneous and 
later audiences, while highlighting other people ‘speaking’ such a language. I 
contend that Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s identities and works were mutually 
constituting and demonstrate the legibility of their queer subjectivities in the visual 
culture they are associated with.
I use the description ‘visual culture’ in preference to traditional art historical 
genre categorisations, in order to signal my attention to a broad range of visual 
practices and materials. In this I follow research on queer visual cultures initiated 
in the mid-1990s (Horne and Lewis, 1996). Then as now, this strategy is rarely 
deployed in relation to historical subjects. By adopting this approach my thesis 
makes a methodological contribution to the study of queer lives and art histories. 
Introduction
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The material I analyse includes photographic prints and negatives generated by 
or representing these men, drawings in various media, easel paintings, murals, 
professional design work for the theatre/film and garments. I further extend the 
category of visual culture by investigating evocations of the visual in published 
and unpublished letters, diaries, prose and poetry. For convenience throughout 
this thesis I refer to ‘works’ and ‘material’ to indicate primary research sources. 
This does not imply the traditional status of artworks, unless stated. 
I interpret the identities, practices and works of these men and their reception 
by diverse audiences as historically and culturally contingent. By designating 
a narrow period and focusing on specific men, I ‘pay more…attention to the 
changing social and discursive conditions in which the desires of historical 
subjects are constructed’ (Halperin, 2002, p. 9). This alludes to the way queer 
identities and practices have been conventionally understood and theorised in 
relation to sexual object choice. My expansion of this framework beyond recorded 
evidence of homosexual desire constitutes one of my claims to originality. I avoid 
making generalised claims for any essential queer identity or visual culture by 
stressing the specificity of my research. This does not relinquish my proposal 
that characteristics of Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s visual language had and 
continues to have queer resonance for particular audiences. 
Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s visual language has not been outlined in detail 
before and has not been connected to their queer subjectivities in sustained 
analysis. My attention to Tennant is particularly significant, as he not been the 
subject of scholarly or detailed curatorial research and many of his works and 
possessions have yet to be traced. I bring previously unseen material from private 
collections into academic discourse and offer fresh interpretations of better-
known works. I give prominence to overlooked or under-researched material in 
existing archives, extending current interpretations and intervening in archival 
categorisations. I offer a study of under-researched subjects, fresh analyses 
and a broader range of material to that currently forming the basis of queer art 
histories, British art histories and queer histories. To these fields I provide a model 
of reading queerness by making cross-genre intertextual comparisons of literary, 
biographical material and visual texts, while situating sources and their reception 
within contemporaneous cultural discourses and localised networks.
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Introducing Tennant, Messel and Whistler
This summary of key details about Tennant, Messel and Whistler is drawn from 
the principal biographies of these men, which are now out of print. These are: 
Serious Pleasures: The Life of Stephen Tennant, by Philip Hoare (1990), Oliver 
Messel: A Biography, by Charles Castle (1986) and The Laughter and the Urn: The 
Life of Rex Whistler, by Laurence Whistler (1985), Rex Whistler’s younger brother. 
Additional texts are highlighted in my sketch of historiography below. I critique 
biographical comment throughout this thesis and expand on biography as a 
historical tool in Chapter One. 
Stephen Tennant (1906 – 1987)
Tennant was a figurehead of the socialites labelled by interwar publicity as the 
‘Bright Young People’ (Taylor, 2008). Messel and Whistler were also reported 
as part of this social group. Tennant’s parents were the Scottish peer, Edward 
Tennant, 1st Baron Glenconner (1859-1920) and Pamela Wyndham (1871-1928), 
who was the cousin of Lord Alfred Douglas, Oscar Wilde’s lover. Tennant’s wealth 
derived from his paternal family’s development of an industrial bleaching process, 
while his mother’s family had long aristocratic heritage and connections to elite 
Fig. 0.1. Beaton, C. (1927) Stephen 
Tennant. Gelatin silver print. 
Approximately 9 x 6 inches (22.86 x 
15.24 cm). Loose archived photograph 
in Stephen Tennant file. Photographed 
by Bench, P. 2nd August 2018. 
London: Copyright of The Cecil Beaton 
Studio Archive at Sotheby’s.
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cultural networks. Tennant was the youngest of five surviving children: Clarissa 
(Clare) (1896-1960), who features little in his biography; Edward Wyndham (Bim) 
(1897-1916), who died in action in World War One; Christopher (1899-1983), who 
inherited the baronetcy and married twice; and David (1902-1968), who founded 
the Gargoyle Club with his first of three wives, the actress Hermione Baddeley 
(1906-1986). A sixth child, Hester, was born but also died, in 1916. Following 
Tennant’s father’s death, his mother married Edward Grey, 1st Viscount Grey of 
Fallodon (1862-1933). After Tennant’s brief introduction to a private preparatory 
school, he was home educated. His childhood nanny, Rebecca Trusler, remained 
with the family until her death. Tennant suffered from tuberculosis in the interwar 
years and travelled to European resorts for recuperation.
Encouraged to draw by his mother from childhood, Tennant briefly attended the 
Slade where he met Messel and began a close friendship with Whistler. From 
the interwar period onwards, he repeatedly drew cover designs for his never-
completed novel, Lascar: The Story of a Maritime Boulevard. These are his best-
known visual works but have not reached broad public attention. Less well known 
are his poems and other writings. Tennant published a selection of his poems in 
his book My Brother Aquarius: Poems (1961). In this thesis I examine handwritten 
poems in art dealer collections, which are unpublished to my knowledge and 
which I deduce were written in the interwar period. Tennant exhibited drawings 
at commercial galleries in London, Rome and New York in the 1950s, but did 
not exhibit between 1958 and 1972. In the interwar years he lived between his 
family home in Wiltshire, Wilsford Manor and the family’s London town house, 
Mulberry House. Tennant is remembered for the changes he made to Wilsford’s 
interiors following his mother’s death. Wilsford is close to Wilton House, a location 
significant to Tennant and Whistler’s early social lives. Edith Olivier was a friend of 
the Tennant family and lived close by in The Daye House, in Wilton’s grounds. In 
later life she developed a close friendship with Whistler.
Tennant was an early patron and friend of Cecil Beaton and had a romantic 
relationship with Siegfried Sassoon in the interwar years, which was well known 
within their coterie. Tennant met, knew, or communicated with a number of literary 
figures in the period. These included Virginia Woolf, Lytton Strachey, E. M. Forster, 
André Gide and Willa Cather, as well as Edith, Sacheverell and Osbert Sitwell. 
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He is purported to be the basis of characters in novels by his contemporaries, 
including Evelyn Waugh (2000 [1930]; 2000 [1945]) and Nancy Mitford (2000 
[1949]) (Hoare, 1990). His letter to Beaton evidences that he was at least 
partially cognisant of this at the time (Tennant to Beaton, 10th October 1928). 
Tennant did not serve in World War Two because of poor health but Wilsford 
was partially requisitioned. He died intestate and his works and possessions 
were sold at auction by Sotheby’s in 1987. I draw on the catalogue for this sale 
as a significant document of Tennant’s possessions, otherwise unpublished 
photographs and quotations from his journals. In the 1990s Yale University 
purchased Tennant related material, which now resides at the Beinecke Library, 
New Haven. My thesis does not assess material in this archive, focusing instead 
on undocumented privately held works in Britain.
 
Oliver Messel (1904 – 1978) 
Messel is remembered as a theatre, film and interior designer. His parents were 
Leonard Messel (1872-1953) and Maud Sambourne (1875-1910). His paternal 
relations were the major source of the family’s wealth. They were of German 
Jewish heritage with links to the professions of banking and architectural design. 
Messel had two older siblings, Linley Messel (1899-1971) and Anne Messel (1902-
1992). Messel maintained a close relationship with Anne and she was part of the 
same interwar social circle. Messel attended Westminster preparatory school, 
Fig. 0.2. Unknown (undated) 
Oliver Messel. Contact print 
pasted into album. Approximately 
2 3/8 x 2 3/8 inches (6 x 6 cm). 
Accompanies photographs taken 
in Venice, Vienna and Morocco, 
in album labelled ‘Photo album 
1920s – Nymans 30s zone 4’. 
Photographed by Bench, P. 24th 
April, 2018. Bristol: Oliver Messel 
Archive, Theatre Collection at The 
University of Bristol.
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then Eton. His commentary within his biography emphasises time spent away 
from school due to real and feigned illness.
Messel designed for the theatre and cinema from the interwar period into the 
1960s. He is also remembered for the homes he designed on Barbados and 
Mustique in his later life. In early adulthood Messel trained as a portrait painter, 
briefly attending the Slade where he became friends with Tennant and Whistler, 
before receiving private artistic tuition including from family friend, Glyn Philpot. 
Records of Messel’s early life are characterised by his movements between 
locations associated with his social networks, design work and family home 
Nymans, in West Sussex. Messel had a studio on Yeoman’s Row, Knightsbridge, 
London, in his early career. This is rarely discussed in biographical commentary 
and I examine its interior in Chapter Six.
Messel was Beaton’s friend and competitor for design work. He also had a well-
reported relationship with arts patron Peter Watson, with whom Beaton was in 
love in the interwar years. Messel also had a relationship with actor and director 
Peter Glenville in the late 1930s. The romantic nature of this early relationship 
is obscured by its later incarnation as a friendship associated with professional 
theatre work. Less well recorded is Messel’s interwar relationship with 
George Gallowhur, who I discuss in Chapter Six. These early relationships are 
understandably overshadowed in Messel’s biography by limited attention to his 
later long term partner, Vagn Riis-Hansen, who also managed Messel’s business 
affairs. Messel served as a camouflage officer in World War Two. He died in 1978 
and his ashes are buried alongside Riis-Hansen’s at Nymans. In 1981 the Victoria 
and Albert Museum Theatre Collections procured Messel’s costumes, works on 
paper, models and photographs from Princess Margaret and her husband Lord 
Snowdon, who was Messel’s nephew. In 2015 The University of Bristol purchased 
a collection of press books, sketchbooks and albums of personal photographs 
Messel had bequeathed to his nephew Thomas Messel. An archive containing 
similar material amassed by Messel’s sister Anne, is housed at Birr Castle in 
Ireland.
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Rex Whistler (1905 – 1944) 
Whistler’s registered first names are Reginald John but he has always been known 
as Rex. He is primarily remembered as a mural artist and book illustrator but also 
produced theatre set and costume designs. His mother Helen (Nell) Ward (1870-
1958) is described in Whistler’s biography as educated and refined in contrast to 
their father, Henry (Harry) Whistler (1866-1940) who ran a building and decorating 
business. Whistler’s siblings were Jess Whistler (c.1900-unrecorded in biography), 
Denis Whistler (1903 -1915) who died in childhood and Laurence Whistler (1912-
2000), who wrote Whistler’s biography. Whistler attended Haileybury boarding 
school, before briefly studying art at the Royal Academy, then spending several 
years at the Slade. 
From an early age Whistler won art competitions and while at the Slade he 
gained a scholarship to attend the British School at Rome. Favoured at the Slade 
by Professor of Fine Art, Henry Tonks, he was given professional commissions 
while still a student. These included murals for a boys’ club and the Tate gallery’s 
refreshment room, which I discuss in Chapter Five. Whistler’s parents moved 
several times, reflecting the fluctuating success of the family business. In his adult 
Fig. 0.3. Coster, H. (1936) Rex 
Whistler. Half-plate film negative. 
Approximately 10 x 8 inches (25.4 x 
20.32 cm). Gallery ref. NPG x12303. 
London: National Portrait Gallery. 




life Whistler supported his parents financially. Whistler’s biography focuses on the 
Slade, Olivier’s home at the Daye House, his studio in Fitzrovia and multiple trips 
to France, Italy and Germany made with friends, including Tennant. 
Whistler’s biography and later commentary is ambivalent about his sexuality. In 
the interwar years he engaged in courtships with women and a sexual relationship 
with Tallulah Bankhead. In 2017 Whistler’s sexuality was drawn to public attention 
by the television documentary Who Do You Think You Are?, in which he was 
romantically linked to the politician Malcolm Bullock. In summer 2020, his Tate 
mural came under scrutiny because of its depiction of enslaved figures. In the 
context of the Black Lives Matter movement, an online petition was begun to 
remove the mural or re-house the restaurant in the Tate Britain building. This 
coincided with the coronavirus pandemic, which had already precipitated the 
restaurant’s closure. Discourse has so far focused on the Tate’s responsibility 
more so than on Whistler. I discuss this imagery and the depiction of racial 
minorities in the context of interwar Britain in Chapter Four. 
Whistler died in active service in World War Two in Caen, France, in 1944, 
where he is buried. Laurence Whistler and Whistler’s childhood friend Ronald 
Fuller compiled Whistler’s catalogue raisonné (1960). Laurence also assembled 
the primary archive of Whistler’s drawings, theatre designs, photographs, 
sketchbooks, letters and diaries, which now resides at The Salisbury Museum. 
Whistler’s extant murals are located in a range of public, semi-public and private 
buildings, some having been moved, others remaining in their original position. 
Further archival material and paintings are held at Plas Newydd, Anglesey, the site 
of one of Whistler’s most complex murals.
Historiography: Key Moments, Literature, Public Awareness and 
Research Material
I have identified only one doctoral thesis to date, which focuses on any of 
the men I compare. Nikki Frater’s 2015 doctoral research examines Whistler’s 
position in the interwar British art market, links archival sources to better known 
artworks and examines his artistic identity. Frater does not explore Whistler’s 
sexual identity. Unlike my attention to a breadth of visual culture, Frater focuses 
on Whistler’s murals and commercial design work. Attention to Tennant, Messel 
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and Whistler’s lives and works has predominantly taken popular forms. I benefit 
from the research of biographers, comparing and critiquing their accounts to 
situate these men culturally and analyse their relational identity performances. 
Building on and intervening in their biographical narratives, my thesis is the first 
academic scholarship to identify and trace the contours of Tennant, Messel and 
Whistler’s shared visual language and its relationship to their queer subjectivities. 
In addition to key texts mentioned above, I draw on multiple other biographies 
and published diaries to outline the networks to which these men belonged. I also 
analyse these texts as sources of evidence regarding interwar social mores at 
broad and localised levels. Examples include Beaton’s biography (Vickers, 1985) 
and published diaries (Beaton, 1961), Olivier’s edited journals (Middleboe, 1989) 
and the combined biography of Whistler and Olivier (Thomasson, 2015). I draw on 
social histories structured around interwar coteries for detail and analysis of the 
activities, spaces and cultural preoccupations of networks relevant to Tennant, 
Messel and Whistler. These include Martin Green’s Children of The Sun (1976), 
Humphrey Carpenter’s The Brideshead Generation (1989) and D. J. Taylor’s Bright 
Young People (2007). 
Whistler and Messel’s lives have been re-told in lavishly illustrated texts 
prioritising their visual and professional works. These include Oliver Messel in 
the Theatre of Design (2011) edited by Messel’s nephew Thomas and In Search 
of Rex Whistler: His Life and His Work (2012) by Hugh and Mirabel Cecil. Hugh 
Cecil was the son of David Cecil who was friends with Tennant, Messel and 
Whistler in the interwar years. The lack of a similar text about Tennant attests 
to the inaccessibility of material related to him and its less easy categorisation 
within traditional genres. Tennant has intermittently been the subject of lifestyle 
journalism. Examples include a World of Interiors feature by Richard Buckle 
(1987), which marked Wilsford’s sale and more recently, an online article by Alan 
Prada for L’Uomo Vogue Italia (2019), which was illustrated with the Stephen 
Tennant as Prince Charming photograph by Beaton that I analyse in Chapter Four. 
Such material offers me a mediated sense of spaces important in Tennant’s life 
and illustrate the ways his biography and visual practices have reached particular 
audiences outside academia, a situation this thesis rebalances.
Tennant, Messel and Whistler have been the subjects of dedicated exhibitions, 
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the scale and public/commercial framing of which reflects their relative acclaim 
at different times. I benefit from these as sources of evidence documented 
by catalogues or my own records. In 2011 the collector Viktor Wynd held a 
commercial exhibition of Tennant’s drawings, while art dealer Pierre Spake 
continues to exhibit and sell Tennant’s works at art fairs. Wynd and Spake’s 
collections are significant sources of the material I analyse. The Victoria and 
Albert Museum exhibited Messel’s design work in 1983 and more recently his 
portraits were exhibited at Nymans (2018). In 2006 Stephen Calloway curated 
Rex Whistler: The Triumph of Fancy at Brighton Museum. I refer to a review of this 
exhibition in Chapter Five as evidence of the way Whistler’s visual language has 
been latterly received. In 1985 the Michael Parkin Gallery held the commercial 
exhibition Cecil Beaton and Friends featuring Tennant and Whistler’s works, 
followed by Rex Whistler, Stephen Tennant and their Two Semi Circles in 1987, 
an exhibition that included Messel’s work. I substantially develop the visual 
relationships identified in these exhibitions and contextualise them in relation to 
sexual subjectivity and broader cultural references. 
Tennant inspired artist T. J. Wilcox’s film Stephen Tennant, Homage (1998), 
in which Tennant’s great-niece Stella Tennant posed as him. More recently, 
Volker Eichelmann’s exhibition On Peacock Island (2017) at Focal Point Gallery, 
Southend, included Tennant’s drawings and drew inspiration from his biography. 
Such projects artistically express themes of gender non-conformity and ambiguity 
that I expand on with academic rigour in this thesis. Matt Smith’s 2012 installation 
Piccadilly 1830 at Nymans made reference to Messel’s costume designs for the 
Highlander in order to queer the physical space of the house. The Highlander 
refers to the character danced by Serge Lifar in the revue Piccadilly 1830, which 
was part of Charles B. Cochran’s 1930 Revue. I follow contemporaneous press 
and subsequent commentary in referring to this character, which has become 
synonymous with and used as shorthand for, the revue and Lifar’s performance. 
I give fuller academic appraisal to the Highlander in Chapter Four and expand on 
the ways I read interior spaces as queer in Chapter Six.
Queer British Art (2017) at Tate Britain included a Lascar drawing by Tennant, 
a mask and costume design by Messel and photographs of all three men. I 
extensively develop this exhibition’s themes of theatricality and social networks 
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as important features of interwar queer visual culture. The exhibition Cecil 
Beaton’s Bright Young Things, curated by Robin Muir at the National Portrait 
Gallery, London, opened briefly in March 2020 before closure resulting from the 
coronavirus pandemic. This exhibition included photographs of Tennant, Messel 
and Whistler. As with this thesis, the exhibition drew upon multiple biographies, 
however it focused on Beaton’s photography and did not argue for the legibility of 
a queer visual language. In this thesis I analyse source material associated with 
these men when it emerged at auction, for example at Christies’ Edward James 
sale in 2016 and Bonhams’ sale of Nicky Haslam’s possessions in 2019.
In Romantic Moderns: English Writers, Artists and the Imagination from Virginia 
Woolf to John Piper (2010), Alexandra Harris argues for a romantic form of British 
modernism in the first half of the twentieth century. In 2018 Jane Stevenson 
published a re-evaluation of interwar British visual culture as baroque, developing 
Calloway’s (1994) research. Harris (2010) and Stevenson (2018) both include 
references to one or more of the men I study and situate my thesis in a trajectory 
of re-appraisals of interwar British culture. Their discussions of these men do not 
challenge existing biographical narratives, nor address in detail the significance 
of queer subjectivity to threads of visual coherence they define in other ways. 
Throughout this thesis, historic artistic categorisations such as Rococo and 
Baroque appear with upper case initials to differentiate them from interwar 
iterations of baroque and rococo style. In acknowledgement of recent research 
that contests any monolithic definition of modernism, this cultural movement 
remains in lower case.
Methodology, Theoretical Frameworks and Contribution to 
Knowledge
I discuss my methodological approaches and theoretical frameworks throughout 
the first three chapters of this thesis but here summarise key aspects. I follow 
and combine approaches outlined by Gillian Rose’s (2016) development of Michel 
Foucault’s theory of discourse as a methodological strategy. This qualitative 
methodology enables me to construct a comparative visual discourse analysis 
that connects my close reading of works selected from the broadest possible 
survey of available material. Using this methodology, I establish the presence and 
features of Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s queer visual language by identifying ‘a 
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coherent pattern of statements across a range of archives and sites’ (Green, 1993 
[1990], p. 3). I gauge the legibility of this visual language as queer to these men 
and other audiences by accounting for the cultural and historical contingencies 
that directed and circumscribed its reception. My analysis of diverse material 
‘refers to the way that the meanings of any one discursive image or text depend 
not only on that one text or image, but also on the meanings carried by other 
images and texts’ in particular conditions (Rose, 2016, p. 188). I extend this stress 
on proximate relationships by investigating the significance of Tennant, Messel 
and Whistler’s social networks to their queer identities and practices.
My comparison of visual material more usually assessed in discrete canonical 
genre categories cuts across traditional artistic hierarchies of cultural value, 
establishing new relationships between multiple types of primary sources. This 
thesis contributes to the evolving and increasingly interdependent fields of cultural 
history and art history through its interdisciplinary approach, research questions 
and particular examination of sexual and gender identities. My exploration of 
queer subjectivity also draws on and contributes to the fields of lesbian and 
gay studies/queer studies, queer histories and research on masculinities. In 
common with these fields, I benefit from constructionist theories, for which 
Foucault’s landmark text The Will to Knowledge: The History of Sexuality, 
volume one (1998 [1976]) has been foundational, as I discuss in Chapter One. 
Following constructionist tenets, I establish that Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s 
sexual subjectivities and visual culture were formed within and by their cultural 
experiences. Extending this premise, I draw on texts foundational to queer theory, 
such as Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s The Epistemology of the Closet (1994 [1990]) 
and Judith Butler’s Gender Trouble (1999 [1990]), to direct my interpretation that 
Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s subjectivities were formed in negotiation with 
audiences, social pressures and conventions.
I use the term ‘queer’ advisedly, drawing on recent historical scholarship and 
to signal complexity and ambiguity, while maintaining a link to non-normative 
sexual and gender identities. I follow Matt Cook who uses queer ‘as a convenient 
umbrella…referring to love, sex and relationships (including intense friendships 
and romances) between men that may have been organized and understood 
in association with particular identities’ (2017, p. 122). Queer circumvents 
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anachronistic and essentialising sexual categorisations such as ‘gay’, which I 
explore in Chapter One. I situate Tennant, Messel and Whistler as friends within 
wider classed social networks. These encompassed diverse sexual relationships 
and manifold understandings of and responses to, queer sexuality and identities. 
I establish and justify my approach to these men as queer throughout this thesis 
and with focus in Chapter One. 
By positioning these men as central to my study of queer visual culture, I make 
a historiographical contribution to gay/queer/homosexual art histories and queer 
interwar cultural histories in which they and their works have been overlooked. 
Queer art histories have frequently given prominence to artworks most easily 
read as homoerotic or gender transgressive and that conform to traditional 
genre categorisations such as painting, sculpture, drawing and photography 
(Reed, 2011; Saslow, 1999). I build on these broad chronologies by examining 
wide ranging works and practices associated with specific men in a particular 
period. Extending the objects of enquiry that have been the basis of queer art 
histories, I analyse material beyond figurative and homoerotic imagery. In this I 
contribute new interpretation and a model for future research that demonstrates 
the significance of visual metaphor and classed social networks to interwar queer 
British visual culture. Limited research on interwar queer histories has focused 
upon working- and middle-class communities (Chauncey, 1994; Houlbrook, 
2005). This thesis contributes to interwar queer histories both by highlighting 
the significance of visual culture to queer interwar British identities and by 
focusing on networks broadly received as upper class. This social category is 
amply represented in biographies and histories, but overlaps between queer 
subjectivities, visual culture and this class strata have rarely been academically 
interrogated.
The discursive connections I identify and my substantiated understanding of 
Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s visual language as queer, makes contributions 
to a number of academic fields connected with the types of primary sources I 
analyse. In addition to art histories, these include histories of the theatre, fashion, 
costume, photography and interiors. In its methods and approaches this thesis is 
informed by and contributes a comparative study to material cultures research, 
visual methodologies research and the biographical turn in western historical 
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study more generally. Material cultures studies ‘demonstrated that social worlds 
were as much constituted by materiality as the other way around’ (Miller, 1998, 
p. 3). Such research guides my understanding of Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s 
visual culture as ‘the instrument that both expresses and resolves dual aspects of 
identity’ (Miller, 1998, p. 17). Extending this dualism in line with recent research on 
intersectionality (Hill Collins and Bilge, 2016), I acknowledge the visual language I 
identify as related to multiple vectors of each man’s identity, explaining my queer 
reading as one of many possible interpretations. I analyse previously undervalued 
material, following material cultures research and increased attention to life writing 
in social histories. My analysis contributes to the ongoing cataloguing of existing 
archives associated with these men by identifying aspects of their contents and 
intervening in current archival classifications by stressing the significance of 
queer subjectivity. I establish links between material in disparate archives and 
private collections, identifying otherwise obscure visual, material and biographical 
relationships. 
Thesis Structure
The first three chapters of this thesis outline the theoretical and methodological 
perspectives, models and approaches that guide my analyses of primary material 
in the following three chapters. Chapter One situates my research and use of the 
term queer in relation to the fields of queer theory, lesbian and gay studies and 
queer histories. I outline Foucault’s periodisation of sexuality and constructionism 
as guiding my interpretation of Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s lives, works and 
interwar reception as culturally contingent. I examine historically relevant cultural 
archetypes that offered identity templates of unconventional masculinity to 
Tennant, Messel and Whistler. I discuss the significance of gender to complex and 
contradictory overlapping scientific and cultural discourses in interwar Britain, 
tracing discourses on sexology to particular people and networks. Following 
this thread, the second half of Chapter One situates my research in line with 
biography studies and the use of biography in historical research. I expand on my 
methods of comparing and critiquing biographies to access contemporaneous 
and later viewpoints on queer sexuality, as well as to expose the way commentary 
on these men and their works has been directed. Finally, I demonstrate my 
methods of close reading and comparison of biographical text, life writing and 
other sources, to explore and validate my understanding of all these men and 
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Whistler in particular as queer.
In Chapter Two I outline Pierre Bourdieu’s (2010 [1979] and 1993a) theories of 
fields, taste and habitus as a framework that shapes my analysis of Tennant, 
Messel and Whistler’s visual language as relational to social conventions that 
conferred different types of value on demonstrations of gender, class and visual 
culture. I discuss Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s identities and works in relation 
to their respective class positions, the heterosexual assumption and the fixed 
gender binary of dominant discourse. I examine the way cultural performances 
and readings of queer effeminacy overlapped with those of class in interwar 
Britain. Linked to this, I elaborate on research that examines camp practices 
and identity performances as strategies of negotiation and resistance. I develop 
this framework by outlining Judith Butler’s (1999 [1990]) extensive development 
of theories of performativity, which informs my reading of Tennant, Messel and 
Whistler’s consciousness of the queerness of their identity performances and 
works. I also mobilise Butler’s (1999 [1990]) stress on the reiteration of cultural 
acts to explain the the way a queer visual language is sustained across time 
by different practitioners. I examine Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s identity 
performances as anticipating viewer reception and responding to ambivalent 
cultural framing of queer male subjectivity as a shameful stigma. I outline theories 
of intersubjectivity and mimesis, advancing my argument that their visual culture 
was a form of non-verbal shared communication significant to their identity 
development. Finally, this chapter highlights the significance of the closet and its 
associated concepts of the double bind and open secret as paradigms of queer 
experience by which I interpret Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s performances and 
practices. 
Chapter Three focuses on the theoretical frameworks and methodologies I use 
to analyse and compare visual material. These support my comprehension of 
the interwar reception of Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s visual language and my 
intertextual analyses, by revealing meaning as contingent on time, place, culture 
and subjective experience. My outline of Foucault’s research draws multiple 
theories and methods together as a discourse analysis focused on comparison 
and specific contexts. This methodology stresses attention to silences and 
regularities, guiding my reading of a visual language characterised by ambiguous 
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queer signification. Drawing on portraiture and photography research, I reiterate 
that visual practices and works are interwoven with identity construction and its 
reception. I contextualise Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s visual practices and 
social network by detailing interwar discursive conflict between gendered styles 
of photography and their respective claims to authority. I outline theories of the 
gaze, identification, representation and semiotics as complementary concepts 
that shape my analysis of the appeals made by visual texts. I examine concepts 
that link visual practices and ways of viewing to identity development, highlighting 
narcissism as significant to the way queer subjectivities have been understood 
and expressed in visual culture. I examine theories and protocols advanced in 
material cultures studies that sequence my analyses of physical material and 
further link objects to cultures, authors and expected audiences. 
Chapter Four analyses photographs, written descriptions and artworks 
to investigate how Tennant, Messel and Whistler dressed, presented and 
represented their own bodies and those of real, historical and fictional people. 
Building relationships between visual and written sources, I uncover examples 
of the way queer sexuality has been avoided in biographical commentary. I 
examine the central importance of interwar hegemonic masculinity, against 
which I interpret Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s self-presentations as relationally 
queer. I outline ways they negotiated cultural conventions and ideals by gauging 
what was permissible in particular places associated with expected audiences. I 
discuss ways they manipulated sanctioned cultural materials and value systems. 
I explore Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s exploitation of slippages and overlaps in 
visual signification by analysing their dressed presentation in daily life, their fancy 
dress and their undressed body presentations. I examine how the styles, motifs, 
self-narratives and identifications they were drawn to and which directed their 
reception, were multi-layered and ambiguous. Within specific boundaries, the 
visual language I identify in this chapter points away from standard masculinity 
by signalling femininity/effeminacy, historic masculine performances, sensuality 
and/or homoeroticism. I explore differences between these men that evidence 
co-existent queer identity performances. I also highlight sympathies between 
their embodied visual identities as evidence of collaborative self-construction and 
queer social bonding. I demonstrate correlations in the visual interests of these 
men in their private lives, publicised personas and professional works across 
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diverse sources.
Chapter Five examines visual genres and discourses commonly discussed in art 
history, focusing on depicted and real outdoor spaces. To establish the relative 
queerness of the visual language I identify, in this chapter I compare Tennant, 
Messel and particularly Whistler’s works with those of other artists. I elucidate the 
way these men and comparable queer artists have been side-lined and occasions 
when queer sexualities have been ambiguously suggested in commentary. I 
compare Whistler’s identity and particular works by him, with artworks and 
identities associated with Stanley Spencer, Winifred Knights and Augustus John. I 
situate this discussion against relevant artistic discourses, uncovering differences 
and similarities I read in relation to queer subjectivity. I draw on Foucault’s 
theory of heterotopias to examine Whistler’s landscapes as metaphors for queer 
experience. I extend my analysis by comparing his works with Nicolas Poussin’s 
paintings, establishing queer readings of both artists and uncovering biographical 
interventions in Whistler’s narrative. Finally, I link real and imagined spaces 
associated with these men, focusing on the type of architecture they contain and 
the significance of queer networks, patrons and homes to their queer identity 
development.
Chapter Six analyses interiors decorated by and connected to Tennant, Messel 
and Whistler. I situate these men against interwar discourse on interior decoration 
that gendered and accorded value to particular visual languages. Tracing 
visual and social connections between these men and other interiors and their 
decorators, I draw links between spaces of domesticity, sociality and theatricality. 
I investigate interiors connected to these men by analysing the signification of 
objects their rooms contained and the strategies with which these were arranged 
and publicly reported. I establish close links between interior decoration and 
self-presentation as ways these men managed their identity reception and 
negotiated hegemonic gender conventions. I end this chapter by demonstrating 
how I develop queer readings by outlining complex webs of association that 
link contemporaneous and historic subjects, styles, buildings, paintings, cultural 
narratives, allegories and metaphors. The conclusion of this thesis draws together 
and summarises findings. It outlines the benefits of my methodology for future 
research and proposes directions for its further development.
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Introduction
This chapter is the first of three that establish the theoretical and historical 
framework underpinning my analysis and queer readings of Tennant, Messel and 
Whistler’s subjectivities and visual language. The concepts, historiography and 
methodology I detail in these initial chapters informs my interpretation of primary 
research material in Chapters Four, Five and Six. This chapter is divided into 
two main parts. The first sketches the academic fields and queer historiography 
that situate this thesis and to which it contributes. I outline the impact of 
constructionism in the development of these fields and its significance to my 
analysis. Using constructionist precepts, I stress the specificity of my research 
and the contingency of Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s identities. I discuss my use 
of ‘queer’ in relation to Tennant, Messel and Whistler by examining the interwoven 
histories of academic and vernacular terms for minority male sexual and gender 
identities. Extending this discussion, I elaborate on queer cultural archetypes and 
intellectual discourses on sexuality available to these men in interwar Britain. I 
highlight ambiguities and overlaps in the way sexuality, gender and class were 
understood and received in broad public discourse and within localised networks.
The second part of this chapter explores the importance of biography and 
autobiography to queer people and the field of queer histories, to which I 
contribute. I outline theories and protocols advanced in biography studies and 
related strands of history, which inform my methods and analysis. I establish 
the significance of communities and individuals in shaping identity development 
during a lifetime and in directing life narratives after death. Maintaining this theme, 
this chapter ends by examining biographical commentary to justify my analysis 
of these men as queer. I focus on Whistler because he is most usually excluded 
from academic and popular discourse on queer history or queer visual culture. 
In justifying my queer readings of Whistler and his works I also demonstrate my 
method of comparing biographical and autobiographical sources.
Chapter One
Queer Identities and Queer Historiography
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Queer: Situating Research and Terms
The language used to describe sexual and gender identities, practices and 
selfhoods also constitutes them, renders them visible, proposes them as 
intelligible and describes their parameters (Chauncey, 1994). This terminology 
is constantly changing in diverse lived experiences and academic discourse. 
By discussing Tennant, Messel and Whistler as queer, I contribute to queer 
historiography and follow queer historical research aligned to the period and 
themes I discuss (Cook, 2007, 2014; Houlbrook, 2005). The academic usage of 
the term queer was initiated in 1990, following the street level re-appropriation 
of queer, from its previous designation as a slur (Halperin, 2003). From this point 
queer theory developed separately from the field of lesbian and gay studies, 
drawing on and developing feminist theories because of their emphasis on 
gender, hegemony and representation in visual culture. Lesbian and gay studies 
is associated with the institutional departments of the liberal arts, history, English 
and sociology (Chauncey et al., 1991 [1989]). This field emerged ‘in the euphoria 
of the early 1970s’ in relation to the gay liberation movement (Weeks, 1990 [1977], 
p. xii). Lesbian and gay studies paved the way for queer theory by breaking 
free from the ‘repression and marginalisation [that] have often been the lot of 
historians of homosexuality’ (Chauncey et al., 1991 [1989], p.1). 
Research on queer subjectivities has been significantly directed by a 
constructionist paradigm inflected with Foucault’s late 1970s research. I follow 
constructionism’s insistence that individuals are constructed within and by 
culture. David Halperin explains that ‘Foucault detached “sexuality” from the 
physical and biological sciences (just as feminists had detached “gender” from 
the facts of anatomical sex…)’ (1990, p. 7). Foucault (1998 [1976]) achieved this 
separation by establishing a periodisation of cultural discourses on sexuality. 
This exposed the way individuals are constituted in relation to regimes of power, 
which set the parameters of possibility by which people are understood and 
categorised. Foucault uncovered the flux of sexual and gender categorisations, 
destabilising models which relied on essentialist concepts of innate, natural 
identities and behaviours. His research focused on the nineteenth-century 
emergence of the economically productive and sexually procreative heterosexual 
bourgeois family unit in western Europe and its cultural prioritisation. Foucault 
explained that from this point cultural roles, archetypes and spaces became 
20
increasingly gendered and aligned with scientific rhetoric of hygiene, fixed sexual 
categorisations and concepts of nationhood. Heterosexuality emerged as a 
category only in relation to the prior naming and pathologising of the homosexual 
as a type of person in nineteenth-century scientific discourse (Foucault, 1998 
[1976]). Dominant cultural conventions became equated with heterosexuality as a 
baseline and were defined against the queer other. 
Queer Histories and Vernacular Terms 
This thesis is situated within the limited but growing body of queer histories 
addressing visual and material cultures. I follow Matt Cook’s reasoning when he 
states that ‘I have found “queer” useful as a broader term because it does not 
carry quite the same idea of a definitive and singular identity that “gay” does’ 
(2007, p. xii). Using queer enables me to compare and interpret Tennant, Messel 
and Whistler’s lives and visual language in the same frame of reference because 
it can describe behaviours, moods, spaces, objects and actions. Queer has also 
been used as a verb in academic methodologies and activist reappraisals of 
subjects and material. Donald E. Hall summarises how queering puts ‘pressure 
on simplistic notions of identity’ and disturbs ‘value systems that underlie 
designations of normal and abnormal identity’ (2003, p. 14). I gain from early 
twenty-first-century research predicated on methodologies of queering but stress 
that no researcher can fully comprehend the subjectivities of historical figures. My 
readings do not negate other interpretations and I do not claim Tennant, Messel 
and Whistler for an explicitly activist purpose or retrospectively ‘out’ them as 
homosexual. 
I use queer because I appreciate ‘the imprecise way it signals sexual difference’, 
while ‘hold[ing] on to…meanings and associations’ (Cook, 2014, p. 8). Queer is 
gender-neutral but is defined against heterosexuality and/or (hetero)normativity. 
Queer is more fugitive than these opposing categories, permitting me to 
explore uncertainty and complexity through its definitional instability, while 
guarding against ascribing fixed, fully comprehensible identities to Tennant, 
Messel and Whistler. I prefer the ambiguity of queer over the definitive medical 
categorisation of the homosexual as a type of person but acknowledge that this 
was one of multiple identity categories available to these men. Where I refer 
to homosexuality/homosexuals it is to maintain the language of cited texts, to 
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denote medical and later twentieth-century identity categorisations and/or to 
indicate male-male or female-female sexual practices. My queer readings are 
made in specific, early twenty-first-century, British cultural conditions and my use 
of queer enables me to account for the uneven reception of these men and their 
works by diverse audiences in particular contexts.
My access to the terms Tennant, Messel and Whistler used and understood 
their identities by is limited. References to sexuality in their personal writings are 
understandably scant in a period and location in which male homosexuality was 
maligned and punished. The imperative for these men to categorise their sexual 
and gender identities did not exist in interwar Britain in the way it did later in the 
twentieth century. The available informal taxonomies for queer identities, when 
not euphemistic were often pejorative, rendering them unlikely self-descriptors. 
Biographies of these men and their writings rarely make direct reference to 
same-sex desires or sexual encounters. Biographical commentary rather invites 
readings of queer subjectivity in the way events and relationships are described 
(Hoare, 1990; Castle, 1986; Whistler, 1985). I interpret this as indicating the 
respectful caution of biographers and the contingencies of the cultural moment 
and spaces within which they were writing. This demonstrates the way historical 
research is ‘inescapably influenced by present-day concerns’ (Chauncey et al., 
1991 [1989], p.8). In the absence of explicit sexual identity description, my queer 
readings are directed by evidence of Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s interest in 
specific people, archetypes, narratives, cultural signifiers and their relationships to 
conventional masculinity. 
I use queer to avoid anachronistic descriptors of sexual and gender identities. In 
this I follow Matt Houlbrook’s use of ‘the rubric of “queer” to denote all erotic and 
affective interactions between men and all men who engaged in such interaction’ 
and his understanding that ‘“queer” was…part of everyday discourse in the early 
twentieth century denoting a historically and culturally specific understanding of 
male sexual practices’ (2005, note on terminology). Cook expands that: 
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Queer…was often used to describe people but also the way they did 
things, what they had around them, or how they looked at the world. It did 
not exactly mean “homosexual” or “invert” as sexologists and reformers 
earnestly used those terms from the 1880s. It might allude to a particular 
type of homosexual – though what type depended on the context in which 
it was used. 
(Cook, 2014, p. 7) 
The colloquial uses and meanings of queer shifted across the interwar years 
in Britain but Tennant, Messel and Whistler would have understood general 
deviation from bourgeois binary conventions of sexuality and gender as queer. 
In the interwar period, visibly effeminate men were commonly categorised 
as ‘fairies’, ‘pansies’ and ‘sissies’ (Chauncey, 1994, pp. 32, 48, 125). Men 
categorised as effeminate fairies were the most visible sexual minority group in 
interwar Britain and were perceived as representative of all male sexual minorities 
in the public consciousness (Cole, 2000). Used in parallel with fairy, ‘queer’ 
denoted homosexual practices or desires but used alone it did not necessarily 
imply effeminacy. In the interwar years, ‘many men had been content to call 
themselves “queer” because they regarded themselves as self-evidently different’ 
(Chauncey, 1994, p. 19). Countering popular negative characterisations of queer 
sexual identities as isolated and degenerate, some queer men in the period ‘saw 
themselves as “special” – more sophisticated, more knowing – and took pleasure 
in being different from the mass’ (Chauncey, 1994, p. 19). Tennant, Messel and 
Whistler used the term gay in their writings, but not to signal sexual identity. Gay 
only became a widely used synonym for homosexuality after World War Two, de-
emphasising the multiplicity of earlier available categorisations (Chauncey, 1994). 
This impacts on my reading of records associated with Tennant and Messel’s later 
life because they survived the war and experienced later cultural shifts in the way 
sexuality was discussed and described. 
Houlbrook (2005) identifies the fairy as a feature of working-class interwar British 
communities. In contrast he describes the queer man as largely middle class, 
often leading a double life in which he maintained hegemonic expectations of 
bourgeois family life but secretly engaged in male-male sexual practices. In 
opposition to the fairy and highlighting the relationality of identity categories, 
‘trade’ described men associated with occupations popularly understood 
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as masculine, such as within the armed forces (Chauncey, 1994; Houlbrook, 
2005). Trade was a category applied within knowing queer communities but 
not necessarily adopted by the men it described. In interwar Britain, working-
class men described as trade could engage in same-sex practices, sometimes 
for payment, without jeopardising their self-understanding as masculine. The 
trade/fairy opposition imprecisely paralleled the male/female binary and is 
related to historical models of male-male sexual relationships predicated on 
dualities of masculine/feminine, active/passive and youth/maturity (Halperin, 
2000). In interwar British society, which prized demonstrations of masculinity 
and the armed forces in particular, trade was the category other male sexual 
minorities were socialised to desire (Chauncey, 1994; Houlbrook, 2005). The fairy 
identity signalled (homo)sexual availability through feminine self-presentation 
practices (Cole, 2000) and was not as class bound as the category of trade, 
offering a model pertinent to my analysis of Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s 
identity performances. Underscoring this complexity and the centrality of class 
and gender, male effeminacy was also associated with aristocratic identity 
performances, as detailed in Chapter Two.
Middle- and Upper-Class Queer Archetypes and Public Reception
Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s queer identities were relational to the fairy and 
trade categories but were more closely formed around unconventional, sexually 
ambiguous, middle- and upper-class archetypes such as the bachelor, dandy 
and aesthete. These were less securely tied to sexual deviancy than working-
class queer male identities. The bachelor had been a socially acceptable Victorian 
category defined as a youthful phase of pre-marital male independence. By the 
interwar years the term could describe an extended lifestyle and as John Potvin 
states, ‘the bachelor was identified as a decidedly queer type’ (2014, p. 2). 
Interwar bachelors were characterised as effeminate and immoral but was also 
synonymous with the ‘connoisseur, the eccentric’ (Potvin, 2014, p. 1). Echoing 
Richard von Krafft-Ebing’s (1886) research, Potvin asserts that ‘sexual activity 
that did not lead to procreation became increasingly conflated with an ever-
expanding definition of homosexuality…[the] term bachelor was progressively 
deployed as an index pointing to homosexuality’ (Potvin, 2014, p.3). The bachelor 
described marital status and was not exclusively delineated by class but was 
associated with independent income and leisure. The dandy and aesthete were 
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more directly linked to specific performances of masculinity and visual languages 
than the bachelor, but were similarly positioned as oppositional to bourgeois 
convention. By the interwar years these categories were non-exclusive, as 
reflected in the concatenations of dandy-aesthete and bachelor-aesthete (Green, 
2001 [1976]). Acknowledging these overlaps, below I situate Tennant, Messel and 
Whistler against historical research and interwar evidence relating to the aesthete 
category as an identity relevant to their performances, visual language, networks 
and reception by interwar British audiences. I expand on dandy and aesthete 
identities with specificity in Chapter Four.
The aesthete was defined in the popular interwar press against the ideal 
masculinity of the athlete (Aldrich, 2006; Green, 2001 [1976]). As in the fairy/
trade opposition, this overlaid culturally entrenched binaries such as intellectual/
physical, weak/strong, effeminate/masculine, unproductive/productive. Points 
of tension in these overlaps were used to ridicule the aesthete figure in popular 
discourse, which also reiterated a visual language of dress, pose and locations 
associated with Oscar Wilde’s effeminate aesthete performances (Aldrich, 2006). 
Wilde’s trials in 1895 linked homosexuality and Aestheticism in the public mind 
(Sinfield, 1994), rendering both taboo for a generation prior to Tennant, Messel 
and Whistler. Messel’s father had an unconflicted relationship with Aestheticism 
and aesthetes as a young man at university but over time and after Wilde’s 
conviction in 1895, his response to this milieu and its ethos was expressed as 
silence:
At Oxford, Leonard Messel’s friendships had been with Max Beerbohm 
and others of an intellectual rather than a sporting group, although any 
mention of Oscar Wilde always caused a hushed silence which roused the 
children’s curiosity.  
(Castle, 1986, p.19)
By the 1920s versions of Wildean Aestheticism emerged in the queer/queer-
tolerant networks of Oxford and Cambridge (Green, 2001 [1976]). Interwar 
Aestheticism offered Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s generation the means 
to differentiate itself from the values of its parents, by adopting the ideas and 
visual language they shunned. This Aestheticism was localised but influential 
because the young men at Oxbridge universities were of public interest in view 
of their class positions and had cultural influence in their later careers. Oxford 
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and Cambridge students were predominantly male and these institutions have 
been described as extensions of the private school system that served the 
leisure and upper-middle classes (Green, 2001 [1976]). Harold Acton and Brian 
Howard evidence a trajectory of Aestheticism initiated at Eton and developed at 
Oxford, for example. Such schooling followed by an Oxbridge education, offered 
some men the intellectual keys to classical civilisations in which relationships 
between men were revered, as in John Addington Symonds’ experience in a 
prior generation (Halperin, 1990). These universities also provided relatively 
secure spaces for the performance of queer masculinities (Green, 2001 [1976]). 
The Slade offered Tennant, Messel and Whistler comparable spaces and 
opportunities, while their networks overlapped with Oxbridge coteries. Beaton 
was at Cambridge in the early 1920s and Messel’s cousin Rudolph was at Oxford. 
In Messel’s biography Acton is quoted: 
Oliver was never an undergraduate, although he might just as well have 
been because he was always the guest of undergraduates. He would come 
over there because there was a club there, a very Bohemian club called the 
Hypocrites…Even dances took place, and not always with women... 
(Castle, 1986, p. 33) 
Messel is then quoted: 
Many of my friends from Eton had gone to Oxford and it was there that I 
managed to spend many hilarious weekends. My cousin Rudolph, Harold 
Acton…and a host of old and new friends…formed a galaxy of individual 
and eccentric personalities...
(Castle, 1986, p. 33)
Oxford and the Hypocrites’ Club in particular, were centres for this interwar queer 
male Aestheticism that linked types of behaviour and dress to queer sexuality. 
Evelyn Waugh noted that by the early 1920s, the Hypocrites’ Club had become 
‘notorious not only for drunkenness but for flamboyance of dress and manner 
which was in some cases patently homosexual’ (Waugh quoted in Carpenter, 
1989, p. 79). Humphrey Carpenter states that after years of gender segregated 
schooling, ‘by the time they [young men] came up to Oxford, they turned…to 
their own sex for emotional satisfaction’ (1989, p. 80). He continues that despite 
the illegality of homosexual practices, ‘by the mid-1920s the subject was “freely 
discussed” among undergraduates’ (Carpenter quoting Christopher Hollis, 1989, 
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p. 81). Further, ‘even for those who were not really homosexually inclined, “it 
was chic” to be queer’ (Carpenter quoting Alan Pryce-Jones, 1989, p. 81). On 
visiting the Hypocrites’ for the first time, Tom Driberg ‘danced with another man. 
Meanwhile “Evelyn and another rolled on a sofa with (as one of them said later) 
their “tongues licking each other’s tonsils”’ (quoted in Carpenter, 1989, p. 82). 
Driberg later became a gossip columnist for the Daily Express and was significant 
in the way Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s network were reported to the wider 
public, as detailed in Chapter Two. 
Reflecting the knowledge and equivocal reception of queer Oxbridge 
Aestheticism, Carpenter states that, ‘[t]he newspapers began to take notice 
of the supposed effeminacy of the University, treating it as a matter of outrage 
or amusement as they felt inclined’ (Carpenter, 1989, p. 81). This wider press 
attention was parodied in turn by aesthete commentary in the Cherwell (Oxford 
student newspaper), October 1925, which sarcastically claimed the ‘Girl Men’ 
for Oxford in mock competition with Cambridge (Carpenter, 1989, p. 82). The 
openness and divergent responses to Oxford Aestheticism maps a terrain in 
which effeminate masculinities, even after Wilde’s trials, did not necessarily 
signal sexual deviancy before World War Two. It also offers evidence that the 
homosexuality that aesthete identities ambiguously signalled, was becoming 
regarded as a problem in broad public discourse but could still be regarded and 
excused by localised audiences as inoffensive and fashionable. The aesthete 
identity and its networks offered Tennant, Messel and Whistler ways to meet like-
minded men and perform queer identities. It provided a template for their visual 
language and the spaces and occasions to express it. For a fancy dress party 
organised at the Hypocrites’, ‘Oliver Messel came down from the Slade to assist 
with the decorations’ for the interior, pre-empting his later practice and career 
(Carpenter, 1989, p. 78). 
Historical Models of Queer Sexuality 
Medical discourse, scientific taxonomies and ways of understanding sexual and 
gender minorities that emerged in the mid-nineteenth century, continued to evolve 
and shape popular knowledge and institutional policies into the twentieth century. 
Researchers from an array of professional and academic fields contributed to 
the field of sexology in interwar Germany and Britain, shaping its concepts and 
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how they were communicated to wider audiences, which included Tennant, 
Messel and Whistler. Nineteenth-century discourse reflected but also attempted 
to narrow and fix definitions that emanated from a long but nebulous history in 
which gender and sexuality were often conflated. The historical stress on gender 
difference, while reflected in sexology, shifted to one of sexuality. As in wider 
public discourse, sexologists focused upon men considered to be effeminate. 
The effect of their conclusions was to redefine all people by the gender of 
their sexual object choice, newly linking sexual practices to identities. Different 
concepts overlapped and the rhetoric deployed by diverse voices in sexological 
debate included advocates for male-male love alongside arguments that framed 
homosexuality as immoral and a disease. 
Krafft-Ebing drew on case histories to demonstrate the concept of congenital 
inversion in his text Psychopathia Sexualis (1886). Inversion theory connected 
homosexual object choice and adult cross-gender presentation, explaining this 
perceived dissonance as originating in contrary foetal development. Reflecting 
religious dogma, Krafft-Ebing also understood that ‘every expression of it [sexual 
instinct] that does not correspond with the purpose of nature – i.e., propagation, 
- must be regarded as perverse’ and differentiated between a perverse act 
which could be atoned and the more serious perversity of ‘the whole personality 
of the individual’ (Krafft-Ebing, 1998 [1886], p. 53). Exemplifying overlaps and 
divergence within the discourse on sexuality that informed the culture Tennant, 
Messel and Whistler were born into, Karl Heinrich Ulrichs used the pre-
existing terms Uranian and Urning in his theory of a third sex. This is related to 
inversion theories because it understood particular minorities as a female soul 
trapped within a man’s body and positioned this status as an inborn condition 
fundamental to character and psychology. Third sex theory differs from inversion 
by its proposal of an addition to the male/female binary and its advocacy of this 
identity framed in a language of emotional bonds and high cultural ideals drawn 
from history. 
Ulrichs’ advocacy and terminology were used by informed cultural figures such 
as Wilde, who defended ‘Uranian love’ in a letter to Robert Ross (Frankel, 2017, 
p. 13). Siegfried Sassoon was Ross’ friend and was connected to this network 
and generation of writers, as well as to Tennant, Messel and Whistler (Egremont, 
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2005). Timothy d’Arch Smith (1970) proposes the existence of a Uranian 
subculture connected to literary networks that extended up to at least 1930. 
He underscores the way Uranian relationships were often intergenerational and 
across class cultures. This echoes Havelock Ellis and John Addington Symonds 
research in Sexual Inversion (1897). Ellis took a scientific approach but Addington 
Symonds was directed by his personal experiences and the knowledge of male-
male love in classical and poetry traditions he had gained at Oxford University. 
Addington Symonds also wrote a biography of Percy Bysshe Shelley (1877), 
a figure important to Tennant and Whistler, which I discuss in Chapter Four. 
Addington Symonds knew Krafft-Ebing’s writing and his communication with 
Ellis evidences their knowledge of another literary advocate of Uranian male-
male bonds, Edward Carpenter: ‘Symonds let Ellis know that “I will send you the 
autobiographies of English Inverts which I collected, & also Carpenter’s notes 
which reached me the other day”’ (Crozier, 2007, p. 52). This demonstrates the 
way a supportive network developed arguments defending male-male love by 
adopting sexological theory in combination with longer established historico-
cultural justifications. It also points towards the importance of autobiography 
and life stories in the history of queer male identities, a tradition I draw upon and 
contribute to. Ivan Crozier states that:
Importantly, he [Addington Symonds] noted [in a letter to Ellis] “I doubt 
whether congenitally inverted men are usually feminine in character. 
Experience in England, where the temperament is so heavily handicapped 
by law and culture, may seem to indicate this, because only the feminine 
maintain the aberration. But it is not confirmed by what we know about the 
Greeks, the modern Albanians, & the Italians”.
(Crozier, 2007, p. 52)
Addington Symonds’ comments identify the instability and limitations of 
categories that narrowly combine gender with sexual practices. In advance of 
late twentieth-century constructionism, he appreciates the contingencies of time 
and place on the way identities are understood. By highlighting ‘the Greeks’ and 
pointing to Albania and Italy, he and Ellis cement a cultural linkage between queer 
male subjectivities, Mediterranean locations and a visual language of the classical 
and pastoral. Tennant, Messel and Whistler travelled in Germany, which was a 
significant centre of sexological research. They also visited Italy and Messel’s 
photograph albums record his trip to Albania. I contend that the connection of 
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these places to discourses and narratives of male-male love, increased their 
appeal to these men and their visits signal their likely awareness of such linkages.
My interpretation of Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s identities and visual language 
is informed by the way theoretical generalisations about queer male identities 
could become self-fulfilling, inscribed in queer male performances and direct 
their reception. Ellis and Addington Symonds’ research included references to 
the types of speech, behaviour and dress they identified as typical of inverts. 
Following this, Carpenter identified sentimentality, extensive emotional capacity 
and youthfulness as Uranian characteristics (Carpenter, 2019 [1908]). Some men 
with the resources and education to do so, sought out such writing as a way to 
understand their desires and identities (Porter and Weeks, 1991). Carpenter’s 
writings positioned queer men as an intermediate category rather than a third 
sex and were significant to the way discourse on queer male identities was 
communicated in Britain. He became a figurehead for writers and intellectuals 
exploring their queer identities and desires, while his self-presentation offered 
an image of Uranian masculinity to a wider public and provided an alternative to 
Wilde’s Aestheticism. 
Stressing the significance of networks to knowledge transfer, Carpenter was 
connected to John Ruskin’s literary and artistic milieu, as well as to younger queer 
male writers including E. M. Forster and Sassoon. Tennant knew Forster and had 
a romantic relationship with Sassoon. The proximity of influential cultural figures 
alert to debates on sexuality is also evident in the fact George Bernard Shaw 
knew Ellis and was a key speaker at the opening of Whistler’s Tate mural. Further, 
Nancy Cunard was close to Messel in the interwar years and her biographer 
relates that:  
Regarding Havelock Ellis’s Reevaluation of Obscenity, Nancy presents 
views on homosexuality that would not enter public discussion for several 
more decades. “What educated person, normally healthy in mind,” she 
asks, “is going to find ‘salacious’ or ‘obscene’ such a subject?”. 
(Gordon, 2007, p. 146)
Unlike most men whose education and class did not provide easy access to 
contemporaneous intellectual discourse on sexuality, I contend that Tennant, 
Messel and Whistler’s development was shaped by an informed coterie 
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of intellectuals and writers. Their interwar identities and visual works were 
constructed within and against models of third sex, intermediate sex, inversion 
and romantic male-male comradeship. These prioritised gender presentation 
over sexual object choice, reflecting the centrality of ideal normative masculinity 
as the yardstick against which other male identity performances were defined 
as queer (Chauncey, 1994; Houlbrook, 2005). Uneven and imprecise knowledge 
of sexology informed the broader public discourses by which Tennant, Messel 
and Whistler’s identity performances and visual language were read by others. 
Krafft-Ebing’s research had a significant impact on how male homosexuality 
was understood in legal trials, which were reported in newspapers, for example. 
Late twentieth-century historical research challenged Foucault’s periodisation 
by highlighting the presence of recognisable homosexual male identities in 
advance of the nineteenth century (Chauncey et al, 1989) and illustrating 
the uneven uptake of medical terminology across different class and ethnic 
groups (Chauncey, 1994). These debates demonstrate complexity but have not 
substantially eroded the significance of nineteenth-century medical discourse 
to twentieth-century understandings of sexual identities. Tennant, Messel and 
Whistler’s biographies and writings do not explicitly state they read sexological 
research, but their social activities and cultural consumption was associated with 
those who had. 
Researching Queer Histories: Biographical Sources, Perspectives 
and Methods
By comparing Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s experiences, actions and visual 
works and addressing them as queer, I engage with ‘profound questions 
concerning the definition and constitution of the self…exploring the origins and 
character of both individual and communal identity’ (Chauncey et al., 1991 [1989], 
p. 7). I approach the biographies, autobiographical work and personal life writing 
associated with these men and their social networks for their value as records. 
I also cross-reference and critically analyse them as primary sources. Reading 
biographies and autobiographies has been a significant way queer people have 
learnt about the existence and practices of queer people and communities (Porter 
and Weeks, 1991). Written and verbal records of lived experience have also 
informed academic research on queer identities and practices. For those with the 
access to literature and the competencies to read between the lines, biographical 
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texts have offered points of identification and ameliorated feelings of isolation in 
hostile societies. Unlike most queer men in interwar Britain, Tennant, Messel and 
Whistler had access to queer networks that included figures active in constructing 
what now constitutes a queer literary and artistic legacy. They and their network 
documented themselves directly or indirectly in biographical and autobiographical 
ways that have impacted upon the communication of later commentary on their 
lives. They understood themselves in relation to their queer contemporaries 
as well as against visual and literary works associated with queer authors and 
content, produced both contemporaneously and in the past. 
Queer historiography has generated and reappraised biographies, 
autobiographies, oral testimony and life writing (letters, diaries and marginalia, for 
example), to foreground overlooked histories and people:
For LGBTQ writers, both life writing and queer theory have traditionally 
been places for individual and collective exploration, ways of 
understanding the self through the larger fabric of culture and history and 
relationality.
(Royster, 2011, p. vi)
 
Early research inflected with the gay liberation cause, aimed to reclaim a history 
of lesbian and gay heroes and expose previously hidden queer experiences 
(Bravmann, 1993). This answered popular demands of a queer community hungry 
to ‘understand who they are by showing them who they have been’ (Chauncey 
et al., 1991 [1989], p. 12). Such research highlighted queer forebears as closely 
connected to late twentieth century lesbian and gay communities, providing 
cultural validation and visibility to a movement striving for political equality. I 
follow current debate in the field of queer cultural histories, which now questions 
the layering of contemporary understandings and identities onto historical 
subjects. Cognisant of this, I benefit from earlier research that collated and 
described historical figures as queer/homosexual/gay (Robinson, 1999; Aldrich, 
2012). Compendia of queer life stories evidence the ongoing importance of 
biography to a readership interested in queer experience. They also demonstrate 
the close relationship between biography, autobiography, literature and visual 
culture. 
Constructionism destabilised the usefulness of biography and autobiography and 
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its association with coherent life narratives because it understands subjectivity 
as in flux and always partially incomprehensible (Loftus, 1997; Royster, 2011). 
I approach Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s biographies, autobiographical life 
writing and visual work, not as definitive of identity, but as indicating their 
queer ways of negotiating cultural conventions in specific moments and places 
(Plummer, 1995). By comparing biographies, life writing and interwar press 
reports, I highlight discontinuities as well as correlations, critiquing how these 
men have been remembered and gauging their interwar and later reception. This 
paints a complex, shifting picture of the links between sexuality, gender and visual 
culture. As part of this methodology and supporting my argument for Tennant, 
Messel and Whistler’s queer visual language, I compare their works with those of 
other queer creatives within and outside their lived experience. 
My approach and this turn towards the personal and individual in historical 
research, is associated with the widespread rejection of objectivity as a possibility 
for the researcher, who is newly positioned as a construction of their own culture 
(De Haan, 2017). Following the diminution of the author in post-modern theory, 
recent academic discourse recognises the importance of the biographer’s and 
historian’s subjective and frequently empathetic relationship to their subject 
(De Haan, 2017). This guides my analysis of the close connections between 
Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s lives and visual works and the relationship of 
biographers to these men. As Potvin claims, ‘life, work and aesthetics are so 
tightly interwoven’ and visual culture is commonly read as autobiographical (2014, 
p. xiv). 
Reliance on memory has been ‘a vexed concept for all who use autobiographical 
and biographical materials’ (Backscheider, 2013, p. xvi), but researchers are 
inescapably active in the subjective and imaginative reconstruction of history. 
Establishing ‘the differences between past and present, memory and imagination, 
historical trace and contemporary representation…have consistently been 
integral to historiography, biography and documentary’ (Bravmann, 1993, p. 321). 
Highlighting the intellectual proximity of history and imagination, Foucault’s (2002 
[1977]) research outlines the way lives and their traces take on the appearance 
of fiction because of their temporal distance and rarity. The ambiguity of these 
boundaries informs my reading of Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s biographies. It 
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also shapes my analysis of their preference for imagined historicised narratives. 
I contend that their historicism supported their self-formations in a way related 
to the proposition that history writing validates its subjects. Reflecting the way 
queerness has been historically read between the lines of official narratives, 
my fresh and close reading of biographies highlights silences, ambiguities and 
denials. I pay attention to the literary devices deployed by biographers, their 
handling of the material, the voice they establish and the questions they ask 
(Homberger and Charmley, 1988; Caine, 2010; Backscheider, 2013). 
My methodology draws on the protocols and aims of feminist histories and 
microhistories because I similarly compare diverse material and marginalised 
subjects within localised and broad social and cultural contexts. Feminist 
histories and biographies, followed by queer histories, challenged the concept 
of the essential, unitary and unchanging self, by drawing on the constructionist 
precepts that also guide my research (Banner, 2009; Jolly, 2001). I benefit from 
microhistorians’ critique of grand narrative models of historical research, as 
well as their legitimation of previously undervalued material and protocols of 
meticulous analysis (Loriga, 2017). In common with feminist histories, I critique 
and challenge existing narratives, while like microhistorians I understand myself 
as a reflexive, self-critical researcher, open to a ‘personal response’ (Magnússon, 
2017, p. 45). My attention to Tennant, Messel and Whistler follows feminist 
historians’ focus on gender and microhistorians’ research on class, which like 
my research, aims to correct canonical imbalances and makes creative use 
of limited primary sources (Caine, 2010). Informed by recent research which 
foregrounds intersectionality, both class and gender feature in my analyses (Hill 
Collins and Bilge, 2016). Following feminist and microhistorians, I pay attention 
to diverse primary material, bringing well-known works into analytical discourse 
with previously unseen material. Biographical writing unevenly echoes the 
constructionist shift in historical research by no longer necessarily attempting 
to interrogate the psychological core of a subject. I likewise do not attempt a 
psychoanalytical reading of Tennant, Messel and Whistler, but rather sketch and 
analyse the contours of their interrelated lives and visual culture. 
I stress the specific parameters of my research, while proposing that the 
relevance of Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s visual language extends beyond 
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their immediate interwar network. As in microhistorical research, even with its 
characteristic reduction in scale, there will always be ‘some structural orientation 
within the frame of reference’ (Magnússon, 2017, p. 49). In mapping individual 
lives onto social structures and ideologies, microhistory highlights its subjects as 
representative of a larger group (Caine, 2010; Magnússon, 2017). This position 
is recognised by ‘Edoardo Grendi, who forged the concept of the “normal 
exception” to show that it is in the most unique experiences that collective 
history expresses itself with the greatest intensity’ (Loriga, 2017, p. 37). I do not 
propose Tennant, Messel and Whistler as direct representatives of a broader 
group or argue that their queer visual language is precise and entirely coherent. 
However, I follow microhistorical perspectives that understand marginal figures 
as indicative of social currents beyond their experience. Drawing on historical 
legal records, Foucault (2002 [1977]) proposed that it is only by their brushes with 
power that historical working-class subjects reach the contemporary researcher. 
This prompts me to assess Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s interwar relationships 
to people, institutions, ideologies, conventions, visual culture and particular 
audiences, as well as the way such relationships shaped how they have been 
remembered.
I analyse Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s visual language as conscious and/or 
unconscious self-telling, which speaks of their preferences. Autobiographical 
confession, conversion and ‘coming out’ narratives have been important to 
lesbian and gay liberation and the way queer people have understood themselves 
and been understood by others (Jolly, 2001). Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s 
works are not evidence of direct queer confession but I read them in relation 
to the way that from the nineteenth century onwards, society pressed for and 
recorded confessions as part of an administrative programme. This marks a 
historical shift in which, ‘[t]he minuscule…transgression is no longer sent to 
heaven through the scarcely audible confidence of the confession: it accumulates 
on earth in the form of written traces’ (Foucault, 2002 [1977], p. 166). Self-
confession presumes the articulation of something already known, allowing 
limited space for incoherence beyond accepted fixed identities and existing 
self-narratives (Jolly, 2001). Coming out confession or conversion narratives 
offer potential freedoms but in maintaining essentialist identity categories they 
can act in ‘the opposite direction, as a kind of “going in”’ (Jolly, 2001, p. 477). 
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The terms of coming out are anachronistic to interwar Britain but this paradigm 
demonstrates the practical risks of confessing the sexual self in a hostile society, 
explains the lack of explicit confession in Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s 
corpuses and the necessary ambiguity of queer signalling. My interpretations 
draw on Jonathan Dollimore’s proposal that:
...when identity is destabilized by desire we…can become flooded by 
apprehensions of loss…which it’s partly the purpose of identity to protect 
us against…identity can be as much about surviving and evading desire as 
about expressing it. 
(Dollimore, 1997, pp. 258-9)
I follow scholarship on the way individuals remember and write their lives, which 
has emphasised locations and social groups as significant (Roberts, 2004; Loriga, 
2017). This parallels and supports my outline of intersubjectivity and symbolic 
interactionism in Chapter Two. People sustain multiple identities allied to different 
spaces and encounters within multiple communities. The ways individuals tell 
their identities is shaped by a limited number of basic narrative structures and 
their hybridisation (Roberts, 2004). As Francesca Royster highlights:
A discussion of the performance of queer lives necessitates acknowledging 
the tensions within multi-layered identities, and the ways that these 
identities, in the everyday work of living, sometimes get poked, prodded, 
ignored, and erased by the communities that surround us. 
(Royster, 2011, p. ix)
Tennant, Messel and Whistler each developed identities as different based on 
narratives of their exceptional childhood artistic talent, established within and 
supported by their families. Tennant’s biography also identifies his attraction 
to a self-narrative of romanticised ill-health, which overlaid the reality of his 
tuberculosis (Hoare, 1990). I discuss this further in Chapter Four. Laurence 
Whistler (1985) emphasises his brother’s physical robustness as a rugby player, 
initiating the repeated juxtaposition of Whistler’s manliness and health against 
Tennant’s effeminacy and weakness across the biographies associated with these 
men. Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s visual practices offered them opportunities 
to support or oppose these narratives imaginatively and in real life interactions 
(Plummer, 1995). Self-narratives and self-telling stake territory, making claims for 
space and significance. These factors have inflated importance for marginalised 
groups and autobiography has often been written by ‘those who see their lives 
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as both significant and unusual’ (Caine, 2010, p. 67). For queer men, identity 
narratives such as that of the artistic prodigy, diverted attention from readings 
of their difference in line with non-normative sexuality. They also offered socially 
valued alternatives to pejorative queer identity labels.
I contend that Tennant, Messel and Whistler understood themselves 
autobiographically in ways that presume contemporaneous and later audiences. 
This is demonstrated by their maintenance of diaries and scrapbooks, as well as 
Messel’s contributions to his own biography. These men lived in the knowledge 
that their friends and relatives wrote diaries, letters, fictionalised versions of 
their lives and newspaper commentary. Drawing on Wilhelm Dilthey’s theories, 
Sabina Loriga (2017) explains the self as existing on a spectrum of time beyond 
the contemporary moment. In this theory, actions of individuals ‘are founded on 
time-spans and draw on images of the past and expectations of the future’ in 
order to construct identity (Loriga, 2017, p. 35). As this hints, autobiographical 
self-telling extends beyond written texts and for queer men, can productively 
challenge conventional boundaries (Caine, 2010). Following Loriga, I understand 
Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s subjectivities and visual language as never fully 
explicable by referring only to an interwar present tense context. I contend that 
their preference for historical iconography indicates a strategy by which Tennant, 
Messel and Whistler partially evaded broad interwar British antipathy towards 
queer men. 
Interpreting Tennant, Messel and Whistler as Queer 
Insofar as queer subjectivity is linked to homosexuality, biographies secure my 
reappraisal of Tennant and Messel’s lives and works in relation to this term. 
Tennant’s romantic relationship with Sassoon was widely acknowledged within 
their circle and features in his biography, which includes photographs of the 
couple on holiday together (Hoare, 1990). In the interwar years, Messel had a 
relationship with Peter Watson. This is overlooked in his biography but recorded 
in Cecil Beaton’s published diaries and biography, as well as in Watson’s 
biography (Beaton, 1961; Vickers, 1993 [1985]; Clark and Dronfield, 2015). The 
actor and director Peter Glenville is quoted at length in Messel’s biography, the 
nature of their relationship hinted at in description of Glenville as ‘a companion 
of Oliver’s’ and of their ‘close friendship’ (Castle, 1986, pp. 77, 110). Messel’s 
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biography mentions his later partner in similarly euphemistic terms that could 
be denied as indicating a queer relationship, while they direct the reader’s 
understanding: ‘Oliver met the man who was to become his life-long companion 
and administrator, Vagn Riis-Hansen’ (Castle, 1986, p. 124). A photographic 
portrait of Riis-Hansen by Messel’s nephew, Lord Snowdon, accompanies this 
text, demonstrating in the context of 1980s Britain, Riis-Hansen’s significance and 
the wider family’s knowledge and presumed acceptance of the relationship. 
Whistler’s primary biography includes multiple ambiguities and contradictions 
in its outline of his identity and relationships. I contend this has enabled 
different commentators to co-opt particular narratives attached to Whistler and 
foreground his courtship of women, while ignoring evidence of more complex 
and conflicted emotional and sexual ties. Contemporary uncertainty about 
Whistler’s identity offers one explanation why, unlike Tennant and Messel, his 
artworks were overlooked in the Tate’s Queer British Art exhibition in 2017, 
despite his murals and self-portrait being on permanent display in the same 
building. I justify my interpretation of Whistler as queer and demonstrate aspects 
of my methodological process in the following exposition. This sets a scene of 
social networks and elaborates on the way sexual and gender identities were 
understood by people linked to these men. I occasionally differentiate Whistler 
from his brother by using their first names for clarity. Where ‘Whistler’ appears 
without qualification it refers to Rex Whistler.
Following Whistler’s death, his younger brother Laurence wrote his biography, 
assembled the material that now constitutes Whistler’s archive and co-authored 
the catalogue raisonné of his works (Whistler, 1985; Whistler and Fuller, 1960). 
This exemplifies the way that personal relationships not only impact upon 
identity development in life but shape lasting historical narratives after death. 
The limited representation of queer people within historical records is related to 
the circumscriptions and ambiguous definitions of their identities during their 
lifetimes. The deliberate destruction of material that expresses and describes 
queer sexuality also imposes historiographic silences. Such erasure has been 
enacted by queer subjects conscious of their legacy and family members or 
other custodians following their death. Demonstrating different strategies and 
circumstances, Tennant’s possessions and works were sold and dispersed 
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immediately after his death, while Whistler’s were re-grouped and a narrative of 
his life was shaped in writing by his brother. Whistler’s biography is suffused with 
Laurence Whistler’s perspective on their sibling relationship, his late twentieth-
century viewpoint and his writing style, which is replete with ambiguities and 
ambivalences. It incites queer readings and denies them, often combining 
Laurence’s early life memories with references to the retrospective testimony 
of other people, which are not always explicitly referenced. By comparing my 
knowledge of Whistler’s archive with my close reading of Laurence’s text, I 
surmise that Laurence’s narrative and the literary images he constructs are 
sometimes based on specific photographs or other visual works. This technique 
is evident in Charles Castle’s (1986) biography of Messel, although this text is also 
directed by Messel’s own commentary. Hoare (1990) uses evocative description 
directed by images and adopts a voice related to Tennant’s tone in his writings. 
He is less critical of his subject than Laurence Whistler (1985) and unlike him, 
cannot draw on extensive personal memories.
In one of the most direct references to Whistler’s sexuality, Laurence refers to a 
letter Whistler wrote to his school friend Ronald Fuller, whilst Whistler was at the 
Slade. In the letter recounted by Laurence, Whistler describes his new relationship 
with Tennant as a ‘case’, Laurence explaining that:
A “case” was the Haileybury [Whistler’s boarding school] term for a love 
affair between boys, that most shocking aberration at a public school. 
Whether it was thought by some that they [Tennant and Whistler] really 
were in such a case I have not discovered. Possibly it was. In fact they 
were not – and Rex would not have written thus if they had been. By this 
age [approximately seventeen] any homosexual leanings he had were not 
towards a male more feminine than himself, and Stephen himself saw “no 
trace” of them: “it was always beautiful girls”, he has told me, though Rex 
made no progress with them either. Twelve years later when their friendship 
had faded and they were loyally pretending it had not, Rex wrote, “Thank 
God it grew and lasted all this time owing nothing to unhappy and 
destructive sex…physical love”. 
(Whistler, 1985, p. 65)
Fuller’s scrapbooks devoted to Whistler’s discarded drawings and press clippings 
are now held in Whistler’s archive at Salisbury Museum. Despite Fuller’s close 
connection to Whistler’s life and legacy, throughout the biography Laurence 
is keen to diminish the relationship as one sided, as in his framing of Whistler 
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and Tennant’s relationship. The passage begins by describing a ‘love affair’, 
shifting to a discussion of homosexual identity that elides emotional bonds 
and the medicalised category of ‘homosexual’. It continues with Laurence’s 
denial of Tennant and Whistler’s mutual love. His explanation is based on his 
perception of Tennant’s relative appeal to Whistler and the safe reinscription of 
his brother as masculine, in preference to a more explicit defence of Whistler’s 
heterosexuality. This directs the reader to understand Whistler did have 
‘homosexual leanings’. Implied in the passage is a common understanding or 
acceptance of male homosexuality as a temporary phase in youth, recalling a 
feature of Uranian identity, as above. Laurence quotes Tennant’s much later words 
as a heterosexual proof. These were gleaned from Tennant’s letter responses 
to Laurence’s research enquiries during his later twentieth-century writing of 
Whistler’s biography. Tennant’s letters to Laurence remain in Whistler’s archive. 
Laurence also undercuts Whistler’s interest in ‘beautiful girls’ by signalling its 
futility. This failure in heterosexual coupling is repeated throughout the biography 
and positioned against Laurence Whistler’s romantic and sexual successes with 
women. It indicates a tension linked to Laurence’s feelings of professional and 
social inadequacy in comparison to Whistler, which he makes clear throughout 
the biography and which contribute to its equivocal tone.
The passage ends with a quote from Whistler, although Laurence does not specify 
the source. This is invoked as a queer denial, a final proof that he and Tennant did 
not engage in homosexual sex together. It is drawn from a letter Whistler wrote 
to Tennant on 12th April 1935, later than the youthful phase of their relationship 
referred to at the beginning of the quotation. Laurence’s handwritten copy of the 
letter, but not the original, is in Whistler’s archive along with other handwritten or 
typescript copies of Whistler’s correspondence. At the top of the page in lighter 
pencil, Laurence has noted ‘only this one to use’, an ambiguous note-to-self 
about his use of the letter in the biography but also indicating missing additions. 
Following Whistler’s words on sex at the end of the copy page, Laurence notes 
‘second page missing’. The prior words in the paragraph illustrate the effect of 
Laurence Whistler’s editorial selection in Whistler’s biography and the impact of 
his different tone. The hand copied letter’s last available paragraph reads:
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Darling Stephen I so love getting letters from you - you are so wrong if you 
think I am indifferent about whether you write or not. I love being with you 
and always shall, and therefore letters are the next best thing. I too value 
our friendship more than I can express and feel sure that it will always 
always remain. And why should it not? As thank God, it grew and has 
lasted all this time owing nothing to unhappy destructive sex. I say thank 
God because I am sure that if the affection we have for one another had 
been based on physical sex love – or sex – it would...
(Whistler to Tennant, 12th April 1935)
The missing page may be a discreet silence, respectful of or requested 
by, Tennant in later life. This erases Whistler’s likely further expansion on 
their relationship and thoughts on love, friendship and sex. The tone of 
Whistler’s words is akin to the exaggeration employed in much of the interwar 
correspondence I have encountered, a high key recognised as particular to 
this period and associated with the Bright Young People (Taylor, 2008). Its 
reassurances, urgency and repeated references to mutual love, as well as the 
length of the letter and its missing page(s) do not invite the reading Laurence 
forwards that ‘their friendship had faded and they were loyally pretending it had 
not’. Earlier in the letter Whistler explains his delayed response in relation to work 
commitments and his long-standing difficulty with writing in general. This theme is 
repeated elsewhere in the biography to explain Whistler’s lack of communication 
as typical, while here Laurence uses the letter’s delay to support his interpretation 
that Whistler’s love for Tennant was inconsequential. Although he destabilises 
readings of sincere love in Whistler’s letter to Tennant, this letter’s tone echoes 
Laurence’s own correspondence with his brother shortly before Whistler was 
killed, which acts as a moment of emotional pathos in the biography’s narrative.
Whistler’s handwritten diary for 1926 includes evidence of further erasure. 
Whistler kept small events diaries but this volume is larger and includes an 
elaborate frontispiece decoration by Whistler. The first seven pages have been 
torn out. Laurence Whistler has written in pencil on the reverse of the decorated 
title page, ‘Torn out by Rex’. Fragments of the pages remain in the spine of the 
diary, for the entries in January. These include references to ‘Bone’ (possibly 
the artist Stephen Bone), a car journey that ‘skidded’, a ‘farewell’, ‘Aitken’s’ 
(likely Charles Aitken, director of the Tate at the time and later painted by Bone), 
‘Stephen’ (Bone or Tennant), ‘George’ (possibly the writer George Moore), ‘self 
by Orpen’ (probably artist William Orpen), ‘Cloë’ (possibly referring to Moore’s 
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version of the Daphnis and Chloe myth), ‘poetry’ and ‘Roses’. Following the torn 
pages, Laurence has inserted his handwritten copy of a letter from George Moore 
to Whistler, which discusses arrangements for a meeting about illustrations for 
Moore’s book. In the biography Laurence quotes this letter explaining that Moore 
refers to his text Peronnik the Fool (Whistler, 1985, p. 89). On his handwritten copy 
of the letter, unavailable to the biography reader, Laurence notes: ‘Unpublished 
letter, placed in the copy of Daphnis and Chloe Peronnik the Fool…1924, lent to 
Rex by GM’. 
Daphnis and Chloe is a classical Greek narrative of naïve protagonists who require 
direction in love, sex and self-knowledge, which was originally written in the 
second-century AD by Longus. I propose these themes render this narrative apt 
for queer identification. In addition, the classical myth is linked to a Pompeiian 
sculpture and its copies, which I read as representing Pan’s homosexual 
seduction of Daphnis. Such sculptures juxtapose Pan’s sexual experience and 
satyr-like form with Daphnis’ inexperience and youthful male beauty. Pan and 
Daphnis are associated with pastoral and Arcadian imagery, which I expand 
on in Chapter Five. The queer reception and appeal of Daphnis and Chloe to 
particular attuned twentieth-century audiences, is evidenced by their significance 
to notable queer figures. Their narrative formed the basis of ballets by Sergei 
Diaghilev (1912) and Frederick Ashton (1951) and novels by Colette (Le Blé en 
herbe [Green Wheat], 1923) and Yukio Mishima (Shiosai [The Sound of Waves], 
1952). Queer photographer Fred Holland Day photographed illustrator Ethel Reed 
in costume as Chloe in 1885-98. Reed was connected to queer Parisian networks 
of women including Natalie Barney and Edith Wharton. Her costume included 
an asymmetrically draped leopard skin, a feature common to an example of 
Whistler’s fancy dress at The Olympian Ball, March 1935. By including incomplete 
and sketchily explained references to Moore and his writing, Laurence Whistler 
points towards a queer narrative and history of queer representation, while 
occluding a direct link. 
In the biography, Laurence continues to quote Whistler’s diary without specifying 
the source. Comparison with Whistler’s original diary entry evidences Laurence’s 
redactions, which subtly redirect the reader. I interpret this as deliberate in view 
of Laurence’s otherwise methodical assembly of Whistler’s archive and the 
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customary precision with words associated with his career as a poet. Below is my 
transcription of Whistler’s words, with parts missed or changed by Laurence in 
the published biography appearing in italics:
First to the Tate where I saw Mr Aitken then spent some time looking at the 
pictures. To Ebury St for lunch with Mr Moore. 
He was in very good spirits, seemed extremely [‘entirely’ in biography] 
satisfied with my drawings & told me that he had overcome the difficulty 
that was so worrying him, when I had last seen him. 
He gave me a long, but very incoherent account of the story, something 
about an Irish poet or hermit, & [‘with’ in the biography] some very 
improper incidents, which almost choked him with glee & caused him to 
stop in his narrative! All seems now agreed about the illustrations & on 
parting, he invited me, kindly to come & lunch with him at any time & show 
him how they [‘the drawings’ in the biography] progressed.
(Whistler diary entry, Tuesday 10th March 1926)
This indicates a prior meeting with Moore as one possible subject in the missing 
pages. Laurence uses the passage in the biography as evidence of Whistler’s 
uneasy relationship with commissioners and their payment. Though redacted, 
Laurence retains the reference to Moore’s ‘difficulty’, which remains unclarified. 
Coupled with Whistler’s missing diary pages, this suggests a conversation too 
private or offensive to be shared either with a future reader of the diary or the 
biography. By including reference to it, Laurence heightens the strangeness of the 
encounter. By excluding the initial reference to the drawings, Laurence increases 
the sense in which Moore’s satisfaction and difficulty is ambivalently connected 
with Whistler’s illustrations. By changing Whistler’s ‘&’ to ‘with’, Laurence 
connects the ‘improper incidents’ to the Peronnik narrative, while this is less 
categorical in Whistler’s diary. By redacting Whistler’s description of the narrative 
as of ‘an Irish poet’, which could refer to Moore or Oscar Wilde, Laurence 
gives greater focus to the ‘improper incidents’. The episode is contemporary to 
Whistler’s work on the Tate mural with his fellow Slade student, Nan West. A few 
pages following Laurence’s explication of Whistler’s meeting with Moore in the 
biography, he relates West’s memory that ‘Tonks and I walked…home together, 
being careful to avoid Ebury St because he said George Moore was sure to be 
leaning out of his window and would “bawl unseemly remarks”, (such as “what 
innocent young girl are you now leading astray?”)’ (West quoted in Whistler, 
1985, p. 93). Laurence’s inclusion of this imagined incident recalled from the past, 
further directs the reader to infer an ambiguous sense of Moore’s character in 
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connection with Whistler, which Laurence never resolves. 
Moore was friends with Tonks, a connection leading to Whistler’s unfulfilled 
commission for Peronnik (Whistler, 1985). He was a significant and controversial 
writer and had known Wilde in his youth in Ireland (Frazier, 2000). Whistler was 
acquainted with Moore’s writing by the time they met. On holiday with Tennant at 
San Remo, the visiting Olivier brought ‘a selection of books to provide the young 
men with a potted literary education’, which included ‘Moore’s Ave’ (Thomasson, 
2015, p. 41), the first part of Moore’s three volume memoir-novel Hail and 
Farewell! (1911). Demonstrating general difficulties in researching historical 
identities and Moore in particular, his biographer Adrian Frazier states that: 
Moore is sometimes represented as a peculiar, contradictory, or even 
incoherent man…the non-categorical aspects of Moore’s identity cause 
problems for those who would classify him…He is neither a married 
heterosexual nor an active homosexual...
(Frazier, 2000, p. xvii)
Frazier (2000) later reads Moore’s description of his first meeting with Algernon 
Charles Swinburne as Moore outing the poet, while uncomfortably realising his 
own similarity to Swinburne. Tennant has been compared to Swinburne in view 
of their comparable gaits (Hoare, 1990). Moore had met and been influenced 
by Walter Pater, a writer included in d’Arch Smith’s (1970) research on Uranian 
poets. Pater was a model for characters in Wilde’s work, a connection he later 
distanced himself from (d’Arch Smith, 1970). Olivier introduced Tennant and 
Whistler to Pater’s writing and Whistler later met him. In reference to Pater, Frazier 
states that ‘[b]y the company he was keeping, Moore was effectively posing 
as homosexual’ (Frazier, 2000, p. 124). This language recalls the Marquis of 
Queensbury’s misspelled description of Wilde ‘posing as somdomite’ (Danson, 
1997, p. 107). Moore has been linked to the society arts patron Emerald Cunard. 
Emerald’s daughter Nancy was close to Messel in the interwar years and her 
biography states that ‘[s]everal times during the war [World War One], G. M. 
[Moore] insistently asked Nancy to “tell me about your lovers.”’ (Gordon, 2007, p. 
60). Drawing on Nancy’s archived letters, her biographer details that:
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Another of their [George Moore and Nancy Cunard’s] frequent debates 
involved G. M.’s aversion to homosexuality: “Think of two men calling each 
other “darling,” as I am told some of them do! Oh no, my dear Nancy, it 
does not bear thinking about!...It is against nature.” Nancy pondered: “I 
thought I would ask him how it could be against nature, since man is part 
of nature, and certain men, etc. No matter how one might feel, why not be 
detached, surely one could not but accept the fact.”
(Gordon, 2007, p. 35)
Drawn from life writing and published in a biography, Moore’s comments could be 
taken at face value as in Cunard’s biography, or understood as his conversational 
sarcasm. This biographical passage indicates the views of different generations 
and different genders on homosexuality in interwar Britain and demonstrates the 
axes upon which such debates pivoted. Nature as defined by scientific discourse 
is referred to by Moore but he is purportedly most perturbed by unmanly speech. 
The quotation is evidence of Moore’s knowledge of queer male communities, 
even if this is posited as second-hand. His ‘I am told’ implies his discussion of 
effeminate male networks and I read it as disingenuous and ironic. His statement 
that effeminate greetings are ‘against nature’, I interpret as Moore’s knowing 
reference to À Rebours (Against Nature) (1884), a novel by Joris-Karl Huysmans 
that details the decadent renunciation of bourgeois masculine responsibility 
in favour of sensual, material and visual pleasure in a similar mould to Wilde’s 
Aestheticism. 
Whistler’s 1926 diary makes multiple references to cultural texts I read as queer, 
which are largely and understandably overlooked in his biography because they 
evidence his consumption habits but no event of obvious significance. These 
include the novel The Constant Nymph by Margaret Kennedy (1924), originally 
loaned to Whistler by Tennant. This book explores the obsessional desires and 
jealousy of a girl, whose love object leaves his wife (the girl’s cousin) to be with 
her. These themes transcend normative templates of romantic coupling and the 
ending constructs socially forbidden desires as fulfilled, which I propose appealed 
to Whistler as a queer romantic narrative. The story was adapted for film with 
the lead male role played by Ivor Novello. Whistler’s archive contains a copy of a 
letter from Whistler to Novello describing plans for theatre designs. Novello and 
Sassoon had been lovers, which demonstrates a circuit in which queer people 
and relationships are linked to queer cultural texts and narratives. 
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Emphasising Tennant’s significance to Whistler’s cultural experience, the same 
diary details that Tennant lent Whistler Lolly Willowes or the Loving Huntsman 
by Sylvia Townsend Warner (1926). This novel’s theme is women’s rejection 
of bourgeois life and identity, accomplished by a turn to witchcraft. Townsend 
Warner is commonly understood as having a lesbian romantic/sexual life and 
identity and she features in Gay Life Stories (Aldrich, 2012). Whistler’s diary also 
refers to John Drinkwater’s biography of Byron, The Pilgrim of Eternity (1925) 
and Andre Maurois’ Ariel or the Life of Shelley (1923). Maurois also authored a 
biography of Marcel Proust, a figure important to queer histories (Aldrich, 2012). 
The Romantic poets’ themes, language and identity performances were important 
to Tennant, Messel and Whistler, as I discuss in Chapter Four. Whistler’s home-
made and posthumously published An Anthology of Mine (1923) includes The 
Waning Moon, Ode to the West Wind and Ozymandias by Shelley, as well as 
two poems by Drinkwater: The Witch-Ball and Moonlit Apples. This supports my 
interpretation of Whistler’s moonlit scenes as queer in Chapter Five. 
The appeal of these visual themes is repeated in Whistler’s notes on The Volga 
Boatman (1926), a film connected to queer men. His 1926 diary records that he 
saw this film under Tennant’s aegis and was impressed by the way ‘the “sunset 
light” slowly darkened to moonlight blue shadows’ (2nd May). The film was 
directed by Cecil B. DeMille, with sets designed by Mitchell Leisen. DeMille is 
credited with directing the first homosexual on-screen kiss in Hollywood’s history 
(Patrick, 1994). The kiss was between two women in a fantasy dream sequence 
of a Roman orgy. This exemplifies the way that even before the imposition of the 
Motion Picture Production Code, popularly known as the Hays Code in 1934, 
taboo sexuality only became visible to mass audiences by the use of alibis and 
its framing as a fantasy. This example also demonstrates that classical antiquity 
was loaded with homosexual associations for interwar audiences. Leisen was a 
set and costume designer and also directed films. He had a number of romantic 
relationships with men but a tempestuous working relationship with director Billy 
Wilder, who is quoted as stating: ‘Leisen was too goddamn fey. I don’t knock 
the fairies. Let him be a fairy. Leisen’s problem was that he was a stupid fairy’ 
(Sikov, 2017, p. 156). This remonstrance echoes Cunard’s differently expressed 
understanding above. It evidences a thin tolerance for effeminate queer male 
performances and contemporaneous use of the term fairy. 
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Laurence Whistler destabilises readings of Whistler’s normative masculinity 
and heterosexuality by stressing his brother’s failed courtships, including of 
Penelope Dudley-Ward. Whistler’s failure is excused in view of their respective 
class and economic differences, as well as Dudley-Ward’s youth (Whistler, 
1985; Thomasson, 2015). Whistler’s later pursual of Lady Caroline Paget has 
provided a lasting narrative of his unrequited courtly love (Thomasson, 2015). This 
complements popular framing of Whistler as an ill-fated soldier killed in combat. 
Both narratives are emphasised at Plas Newydd, for example. This National Trust 
property was Paget’s home and exhibits material related to Whistler, including 
his letters to her. Paget is positioned as elusive and unknowable in Laurence’s 
biography and Anna Thomasson’s more recent text: ‘for Rex, Caroline, like her 
predecessor [Dudley-Ward] was a…faraway princess…she was aloof, secretive 
and non-committal’ (2015, p. 319). Paget’s sexuality was complex, a subject given 
more space in Thomasson’s later reappraisal of Whistler’s life than in Laurence 
Whistler’s (1985) biography. Paget had been engaged to the politician and pilot, 
Anthony Bulwer-Lytton, Viscount Knebworth and had a long-standing sexual 
affair with the conservative politician Duff Cooper, Diana Cooper’s husband. Diana 
had been part of The Coterie along with Nancy Cunard, a privileged group of 
intellectuals and socialites. Cooper commissioned Whistler to paint murals in her 
apartment and performed in the play The Miracle, for which Messel designed sets 
and costumes. Thomasson states that: 
Caroline’s biggest secret was that, since September 1934…she had 
been in love with someone. Audry Carten had been an actress and was 
now an aspiring playwright, and was introduced to Caroline by Tallulah 
Bankhead…Tallulah had been Caroline’s first female lover and Audry had 
been Tallulah’s lover too.
(Thomasson, 2015, p. 320)
By wartime, ‘Caroline and Audry were…living together in a flat in Chelsea’ and 
in 1934 Bankhead possibly became Whistler’s first sexual partner (Thomasson, 
2015, p. 370). Laurence Whistler (1985) recounts that when Bankhead returned to 
England from Hollywood, she received guests in her room at the Hotel Splendide 
in Piccadilly. David Herbert, ‘the youngest son of the Pembrokes at Wilton [near 
Tennant and Olivier’s homes]’ visited twice and found Whistler with Tallulah, once 
while she bathed and once with both in suggestive states of undress (Whistler, 
1985, p. 184). The tone of the biographical account reads like a Mae West 
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aphorism, although it is unclear where the record originates: ‘“I’m just trying to 
show Rex I’m definitely a blonde!” said the famous husky voice from the water’ 
(Whistler, 1985, p. 184). Typically, after recounting the incident, Laurence’s text 
undercuts a direct reading: ‘He [Whistler] knew that his homosexual friends 
always held that he was one of them, if only he would face it, and others thought 
he had no physical desire for girls. How sweet to disabuse them’ (Whistler, 1985, 
p. 184-5) and ‘if Tallulah had just taken his virginity, as may possibly be true’ (ibid. 
p. 185), followed by:
There is pathos in the gesture [sex between Whistler and Bankhead]. In the 
previous year she had had a five-hour hysterectomy, and her life had been 
in danger…Contrary to popular opinion she was no expert on the theory 
of sex…unpractical and rather helpless…Rex will have known only of a 
serious illness, the reason very secret and a source of shame, perhaps a 
cause of temporary revulsion from sex.
(Whistler, 1985, p. 185)
In this report of an event at which he was not present, Laurence links his 
brother to homosexuality, doubts the apparent heterosexual proof of Whistler’s 
liaison with Bankhead and destabilises assumptions of pleasure in the union 
by citing Bankhead’s history of medial and emotional trauma. He supports 
this by speculation about her ‘revulsion from sex’. This swing in tone and the 
destabilising of Whistler’s affective and sexual relationships recurs in another 
of the clearest references to Whistler’s sexuality and identity by the war years. 
Ursula Ridley had been Laurence Whistler’s lover and he quotes her words in 
Whistler’s biography, presumably drawing from letters or conversation: ‘he [Rex] 
and I would sit up for hours talking…until we went to bed – together. We were not 
either of us in love, and we were both making love to a dream or trying to lay a 
ghost: he of Caroline and I of you’ (Ridley quoted in Whistler, 1985, p. 238). Ridley 
continues, stating that,
I don’t think he could ever have given real happiness to a woman. He was 
infinitely loving but could neither find nor give the love he longed for with 
his imagination, which was greater than his emotions, or desires could 
ever attain. He had such a strong streak of homosexuality in him, which his 
imagination wouldn’t admit, but I am sure that speaking purely erotically he 
might have been happier. He was like a child or another woman as a lover
(Ridley quoted in Whistler, 1985, p. 238-9)
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Ridley’s statements, presumably gleaned in the late twentieth century, recall 
the early 1940s and evidence her own emotional memory. They illustrate the 
continued impact of discourses on sexuality predicated on equations between 
masculinity/femininity and experience/youth, as well as the desexualising and 
infantilising of homosexual identities. Cognisant of the layers of reinterpretation 
and recording, I remain informed by Ridley’s reading of Whistler’s struggle to 
reconcile his sexuality and the disconnect she identifies between embodied reality 
and Whistler’s imagination, which was shaped in the mould of a heteronormative 
romantic ideal. I also interpret the inclusion of these statements in Whistler’s 
biography as speaking of Laurence’s investments in Whistler’s relationships with 
women and their relationship as brothers. The effect of their presence is to stress 
a pathos that connects Whistler’s sexual failure to his death. While this passage 
records complexity in Whistler’s emotional and sexual life, popular discourse 
often simplifies its tone into a narrative of the untimely death of a talented, 
romantic, British artist.
Conclusion 
In the first part of this chapter I positioned my research in relation to the 
convergence of lesbian and gay studies, queer theory and queer histories. I 
established constructionism as the overarching paradigm that structures my 
analyses of Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s subjectivities as formed within and by 
culture. This stressed the contingencies of time, place, networks and ideologies 
to their identity development, visual work and the reception of both by multiple 
audiences. I outlined a history of academic and vernacular terms for non-
normative male sexual identities and demonstrated why I use queer in relation 
to Tennant, Messel and Whistler. I discussed the way their identities formed in 
relation to available cultural archetypes and discourses, which were associated 
with particular visual languages and communities. Gender and class overlapped 
within this framework. This contributed to the ambiguous reception of these men 
as queer by diverse audiences, and offered space for them to perform particular 
sanctioned queer identities.
In the second part of this chapter, I detailed how I benefit from theories and 
methods developed in biography studies. I highlighted the significance of 
biographical and autobiographical narratives to the development queer identities 
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and the way they are recorded. I justified my unconventional interpretation of 
Whistler as a queer subject, using this discussion to demonstrate my methods 
of close reading and comparison of biographical and autobiographical sources. 
This enabled me to read through silences, denials and alibis common in queer 
histories and evince relationships between queer networks and cultural texts. 
The following two chapters further situate my research and inform my analysis of 
primary material in Chapters Four, Five and Six. Chapters Two and Three outline 
the methodological approaches, theoretical perspectives and historical contexts 
that guide my interpretation of Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s cultural production, 
identity performances and the ways these are linked to the visual language I 
contend they shared. 
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Introduction
This chapter explores the theoretical perspectives that shape my analysis of 
the links between Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s queer selfhoods and their 
production of visual works. It follows my outline of queer historiography and 
biography in Chapter One and precedes my discussion of theories associated 
with visual culture in Chapter Three, all of which inform my interpretation of 
material in Chapters Five, Six and Seven. This chapter begins by outlining social 
theories that direct my understanding of these men as producers and consumers 
of culture within social structures and networks associated with particular 
resources. I examine Pierre Bourdieu’s theories as a framework by which I read 
Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s queer visual language as a taste formation 
established through the value systems of their social networks and wider cultural 
context. I then explore Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s relative class positions on 
a shifting social spectrum in the context of interwar Britain. This overlaps with 
my following discussion of the way aristocratic identities, feminine masculinities 
and camp have been intertwined themes in the performance and reception of 
queer male identities. I go on to detail concepts important to the field of queer 
theory and which I mobilise to analyse Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s identities 
and relationships to cultural contexts and networks. These include the closet, the 
open secret, shame and stigma as paradigms of queer experience. This chapter 
ends by outlining theories of performativity, symbolic interactionism, mimesis and 
intersubjectivity, which have also informed queer theory. These contribute to the 
theoretical framework informing my reading of Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s 
identities and visual culture as interlinked in processes of queer self-becoming.
Queer Subjectivities and Cultural Production
Bourdieu’s research informs my analysis of Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s 
visual language because of the links he draws between contingencies of social 
position and the production, consumption and value of cultural works (Bourdieu, 
2010 [1979] and 1993a). I draw on Bourdieu’s theories of cultural production, 
fields, capital, taste and habitus to complement the Foucauldian inflected 
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constructionism and discourse theory I discuss in Chapters One and Three. I 
am cognisant of the later twentieth century, French, urban focus of Bourdieu’s 
research and criticism that points to his insufficient attention to factors such as 
gender and ethnic identity (Lovell, 2000). Stressing the context of interwar British 
culture, I deploy Bourdieu’s theories to examine the interplay between Tennant, 
Messel and Whistler’s queer subjectivities, class identities, economic positions 
and visual culture.
Bourdieu conceptualised a social realm of fields with particular interests, rules 
and conventions, which structure the subject positions individuals occupy. Fields 
constitute a ‘state of power relations among the agents or institutions engaged in 
the struggle’ (Bourdieu, 1993a, p. 73). For Bourdieu, ‘each individual’s position’ 
within a field is dependent upon ‘the relative weights of the economic capital 
and cultural capital he possesses’, while the distribution of capital is uneven and 
shifting (2010 [1979], p. 261). Bourdieu identified four types of capital, which 
include economic capital linked to resources, social capital referring to networks, 
symbolic capital which legitimises prestige and cultural capital dependent on 
knowledge and skills. These can be related, but high capital in one arena doesn’t 
guarantee it in others. Bourdieu highlighted the difference between ‘those 
who have supreme privilege…who acquired their cultural capital by early, daily 
contact with rare, “distinguished” things’ and ‘those who owe their capital to an 
acquisitive effort directed by the educational system…and whose relationship is…
often more tense’ (2010 [1979], p. 262). He explained that individuals ‘distinguish 
themselves…[by] the type of capital which is the source of their privilege’ (ibid. 
p. 256). I do not interpret queer difference as a privilege, but propose that it 
could act as a useful or limiting distinguishing feature in the struggles of the field, 
depending on particular conditions. Following Bourdieu’s (1993b) formulation 
of cultural capital, I propose that Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s shared queer 
subjectivity provided a bridge across their respective social and economic 
differences. This contributed to the development of taste formations, expressed 
in visual culture and related to their shared competencies in reading queerness. 
I contend that the visual language I identify distinguished them as queer friends 
in a particular class culture, within its boundaries of permissibility and the 
conventions associated with particular audiences.
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In prioritising the dynamic structure and history of the field, Bourdieu shifted 
attention from valorising individuals or proposing the innate qualities of cultural 
texts in isolation. My methodological approach is shaped by Bourdieu’s statement 
in relation to literary works as a cultural product:
The theory of the field [leads] to both a rejection of the direct relating of 
individual biography to the work of literature…and also to the rejection of 
internal analysis of an individual work or even of intertextual analysis. This 
is because what we have to do is all these things at the same time.
(Bourdieu, 1990, p. 147)
By focusing on biographies, close readings of works, relationships between 
sources and particular contexts of production and reception, I follow Bourdieu’s 
advocacy of analysis that does not rely exclusively on internal readings or 
elucidations of external determinants but combines both. I am informed by 
Bourdieu’s outline of the way the logic of fields is refracted in cultural practices, 
reading Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s visual language in line with uneven, 
class-based interwar British ambivalences towards queer male sexuality and 
attributions of cultural value. Bourdieu navigates between concepts of individual 
agency and the impact of social structures by deploying his concept of habitus, 
which he defines as: 
...systems of durable, transposable dispositions, structured structures 
predisposed to function as structuring structures, that is, as principles 
which generate and organize practices and representations that can be 
objectively adapted to their outcomes without presupposing a conscious 
aiming at ends or an express mastery of the operations necessary in order 
to attain them. 
(Bourdieu, 1990 [1980], p. 53)
Jacques Bouveresse states that ‘the notion of the habitus allows one to explain 
how the subject of practice can be determined and yet be acting too’ (1999, 
p. 53). The habitus overcomes a structuralist/subject-focused opposition and 
remains ‘independent of any distinction between the conscious or unconscious’ 
(Bouveresse, 1999, p.53). This guides my readings of Tennant, Messel and 
Whistler’s production and consumption of culture as evidence of what Alison 
Rooke (2007), Katherine Sender (2004) and Sofian Merabet (2014) have argued 
constitutes a queer habitus. The concept of queer habitus shapes my analysis 
of Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s relationships to heteronormative culture and 
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my understanding of their affinities with queer texts and people within specific 
contexts and through particular embodied experiences and practices. 
I contend that Tennant, Messel and Whistler exploited concomitant shifts, 
ambiguities and overlaps in understandings of queer male sexuality and 
attributions of cultural value associated with particular cultural practices in 
interwar Britain. I propose that these men attempted to accumulate different 
types of capital and were differently invested in appealing to both popular 
and elite audiences, as a means to ameliorate and reconstruct their devalued 
positions of queer marginality. I interpret their works in line with Bourdieu’s 
(2010 [1979]) theory of the inverse relationship of cultural and economic capital, 
which associates high cultural value with economic disinterest and avant-garde 
works. I posit that payment had symbolic value to Tennant as recognition of his 
position as an artist comparable to professionals who worked for money, such as 
Whistler. In July 1925 Tennant was ‘concerned with sending enraged letters to the 
editor of The Tatler, who had printed one of his sketches without permission – or 
payment’ (Hoare, 1990, p. 49). From his position of economic and class privilege, 
this biographical anecdote evidences the value Tennant placed on his role as a 
cultural producer. The symbolic value of payment is repeated in a narrative of 
economic disinterest described in Messel’s biography, which details that he often 
received cheques but did not claim the payment (Castle, 1986). Unlike Tennant 
and Messel, Whistler depended on commissions linked to his identity as an artist 
and the social network he fostered but was not born into. Insofar as his queer 
subjectivity was a social disadvantage, Whistler’s was not as evenly rebalanced 
by the capital of class and money as it was for Tennant and Messel. I interpret 
Whistler’s preference for producing murals in the private homes of aristocratic 
elites as directed by his understanding that in addition to economic capital, he 
would gain social and symbolic capital by association.
Demonstrating the way different types of capital and practices overlapped 
in interwar Britain, Tennant’s queer identity performance, queer and classed 
networks, different print media and his familial pedigree are conjoined in an 
interwar report by a queer man within the same coterie. Using the pseudonym 
William Hickey, Tom Driberg wrote in the Daily Express, 23rd April 1928, that ‘Mr 
Stephen Tennant, who wore earrings and a football jersey, told me about his 
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new book, The White Wallet’ while at a party given by Tennant’s cousin, queer 
photographer Olivia Wyndham (Hoare, 1990, p. 105). Tennant pursued what 
Bourdieu terms ‘consecrated’ (2010 [1979]) activities, such as this privately 
printed book and selling artworks to high status patrons through gallery 
exhibitions, but he also wrote for Vogue. One example is his article ‘Concerning 
the Cinema’ (Vogue, 4th April 1928), which I read as Tennant’s self-positioning as 
a cultural mediator to cement his relevance in a new cultural economy associated 
with mass audiences; both in terms of Vogue’s readership and the cinema. In 
an undated later-life letter to Beaton’s secretary, Tennant stated that ‘My mother 
hating Vogue said, “That’s not the pulpit or forum I wish for you”’ (Tennant quoted 
in Hoare, 1990, p. 103). I interpret Tennant’s mother’s reservations about Vogue as 
indicating her perception of the magazine as low value popular culture, although 
to other audiences it represented sophistication. I also read her antipathy in 
line with the cross-gendered queerness of Tennant writing for Vogue’s female 
readership alongside other queer writers (Reed, 2006). I contend that Vogue’s 
queer 1920s staff contributed to the magazine’s appeal for Tennant, and propose 
that he perceived its readership would be sympathetic in relation to its distance 
from the conventional ideals of masculinity to which he did not conform. 
Like Tennant, Messel’s cultural practices demonstrate the value he placed on 
popular genres and the appreciation of large audiences, a factor I read as a 
defence against increasing institutional hostility towards queer men in interwar 
Britain (Houlbrook, 2005). Messel’s father’s responses to Messel’s theatre design 
work and queer relationship with Peter Watson highlight the significance of 
cultural capital for a prior generation but what I read as personal ambivalence 
regarding private queer practices. Messel’s family were linked to the theatre 
through his great great grandfather Thomas Linley, who acquired the Theatre 
Royal in Drury Lane in partnership with playwright Richard Brinsley Sheridan in 
the late 1770s (Castle, 1986). However, by the 1920s:
...[Messel’s] father was…happy for him to be a respectable portrait painter, 
[but] the idea of his being mixed up with the theatre was another matter. 
To him, the very word “actress” was akin to “whore”; Oliver’s parents 
assiduously avoided seeing his first efforts... 
(Castle, 1986, p. 41)
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This quotation demonstrates Messel’s father’s understanding of a hierarchy 
in which painting has higher cultural status than the theatre. It also stresses 
the gendered terms of disreputable sexuality and feminises the theatre by 
association. I read Messel’s father’s response in relation to the low cultural value 
he accorded theatre design in overlap with its connotations of queer sexuality. 
Messel’s biography does not record his family’s attitude towards his early 
homosexual relationships. Watson’s biography however, details that when in the 
early 1930s he ‘gave Oliver Messel a Rolls-Royce. Oliver drove it down to the 
family home at Nymans, and received a tremendous roasting from his father, who 
ordered him to return it immediately’ (Clark and Dronfield, 2015, p. 81). I propose 
that Messel’s father’s reaction relates to his understanding of the culturally 
gendered and obligated position this placed Messel in as a passive recipient. This 
overlaid class pride, which construes gift giving as an act of power that draws 
attention to a previous lack and was coupled with the visual excess of the car, 
evident in archival photographs. I contend that Messel’s father connected both 
theatre work and Watson’s gift of the car with queer men and culturally devalued 
femininity, while understanding that both would draw unwanted attention from 
audiences beyond their secure classed networks.
I propose that in particular interwar networks and contexts, queer subjectivity 
could operate as a type of capital, as in description of it as chic, which I evidence 
in Chapter One. This social phenomenon was later recognised but exaggerated 
as a queer ‘conspiracy’ (Sherry, 2007, p. 1). Tennant’s class, wealth and family 
connections admitted him to elevated cultural circles and equipped him with 
the knowledge of their classed social protocols. These included the Sitwells’ 
coterie and the Bloomsbury group. In contrast, Whistler’s biography records 
that queer artist Duncan Grant who was ‘living in the same street, invited him in 
for a drink’ but that on this occasion ‘Virginia Woolf, arriving next, “found only 
steamy, grubby, inarticulate Rex Whistler”’ (Whistler, 1985, p. 203). I contend 
that Grant’s attempt to admit Whistler into a social network and cultural field 
indicates his identification with the younger artist predicated on their mutual 
identities as queer male artists and neighbours, but that Woolf’s rebuttal 
exemplifies the unpredictable quality of fields and the diverse priorities of their 
multiple gatekeepers. Whistler’s biography describes how ‘such encounters 
drive you back to circles where you do talk the patois…one of which for him was 
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the theatre’ (Whistler, 1985, p. 203). As with Messel’s father, this implies a genre 
hierarchy that values painting above theatre design. It also links Whistler to a 
devalued genre and its associated queer networks (Sinfield, 1994). 
Whistler’s association with wealthy commissioners reinstated the outmoded 
relationship between the patron and the gentleman artist (Wolff, 1993). Such 
relationships were founded on imbalances of power, in which the socially and 
economically superior commissioner dominated the artist’s cultural capital. 
Whistler’s uneasy position in this dynamic was exacerbated in his early career 
by publicity of the inauguration of his mural for the Tate’s refreshment room. 
This focused on George Bernard Shaw’s class-based critical response, which 
diminished the value of Whistler’s work in terms of genre and skills. Shaw stated: 
Think of Mr Rex Whistler…as a house painter. Put him on the level of the 
plumber, and engage him at a moderate weekly salary to paint your walls 
for you… he is not like his great namesake [James McNeil Whistler] a 
“gentleman” painter.
(The Scotsman, 1st Dec 1927) 
In Bourdieu’s terms, I read this as evidence of the defence against newcomers by 
an established cultural elite. It also evidences instability in the way artists and art 
were understood and valued in interwar Britain. I interpret Tonks as a supportive 
cultural mediator in view of the fact he engineered Whistler’s first two mural 
commissions and in contrast to Shaw. Tonks’ personal interest was recognised in 
a news report that stated, ‘Professor Tonks is deeply attached to him [Whistler], 
and watches his work with almost fatherly solicitude’ (Daily News, 23rd June 
1927). I contend this kind of support was particularly significant to otherwise 
marginalised queer men and to Whistler who lacked the economic and social 
capital Tennant and Messel possessed.
Although the Tate mural’s inauguration was ambivalently reported, such early 
career commissions elevated Whistler above his student peers and drew him to 
the attention of patrons. They also consecrated his work by the endowment of 
value by art world professionals and through association with the Tate gallery. 
Bourdieu considers that: 
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The museum, a consecrated building presenting objects withheld from 
private appropriation and predisposed by economic neutralization to 
undergo the “neutralization” defining the “pure” gaze, is opposed to the 
commercial art gallery which…offers objects which may be contemplated 
but also bought...
(Bourdieu, 2010 [1979], p. 270)
The Tate gallery conferred Whistler with high cultural capital but this was 
destabilised by the mural’s position as the decoration of a municipal space 
and his framing as a tradesman by Shaw. I contend this contributed to his later 
preference for commissions associated with private aristocratic homes. In the 
case of Port Lympne, such a space was also connected to a queer patron and 
networks. 
In contrast to Whistler’s position as a cultural producer, Tennant primarily accrued 
cultural capital by acquiring objects and commissioning photographic and 
sculptural portraits. He also championed aspiring creatives such as Whistler and 
the poet Peter Quennell (Hoare, 1990, p. 105). Bourdieu states that: 
The appropriation of symbolic objects with a material existence, such as 
paintings, raises the distinctive force of ownership to the second power 
and reduces purely symbolic appropriation to the inferior status of a 
symbolic substitute. 
(Bourdieu, 2010 [1979], p. 277)
Through his multi-layered engagement with cultural production, Tennant gained 
authority over those who can only appropriate artworks symbolically as well 
as those who own them but are not deeply invested in their interpretation and 
production. Tennant’s connoisseurship included queer strategies of collecting and 
‘[l]iking the same things differently, liking different things, less obviously marked 
out for admiration – these are some of the strategies for outflanking, overtaking 
and displacing’ (Bourdieu, 2010 [1979], p. 279). I contend that Tennant’s queer 
subjectivity motivated him to seek the appreciation of wide audiences, while he 
simultaneously challenged and outflanked dominant culture in his attributions 
of taste and value. I propose that Tennant’s privilege allowed him to live the 
‘artist’s life-style…[that] challenges the ordinary…behaviour…[and] contains a 
denunciation of…the bourgeois life-style’ (Bourdieu, 2010 [1979], p. 291).
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Queer Subjectivities and Class in Interwar Britain
The nineteenth-century expansion of the bourgeois middle class and the 
concomitant decline of the aristocracy are key to Foucault’s (1998 [1976]) 
periodisation of sexuality, as discussed in Chapter One. Bourgeois socio-political 
ideologies and institutions stressed heterosexuality as a cornerstone of modern 
culture and national prosperity. Harold Perkin elaborates that ‘between 1880 and 
1914 class society in Britain reached its zenith’ (1989, p. 27). By the interwar 
period economic and class systems were shifting. Perkin explains that ‘state-
sponsored social mobility via the educational system…reversed the Victorian 
belief in education as the buttress of class society’ and ‘education came to 
reinforce the social structure in a different way, by upgrading men…into the 
professional and managerial classes’ (1989, p. 248). New death duties were 
introduced, which contemporaneous accounts believed were ‘deliberately aimed 
at preventing the inheritance of great houses’ (Perkin, 1989, p. 251). The interwar 
British class system was structured by broad categories and granular distinctions, 
encompassing ‘divisions within both the ruling classes and the working classes; 
between branches of economic activity, between regions, and between religions 
and political affiliations’ (Reid, 1992, pp. 60-61). This produced a spectrum 
of class understood differently by different generations and associated with 
particular visual cultures and practices. Tennant’s parents exemplify this 
complexity. His biographer explains that ‘[t]he world into which Stephen [Tennant] 
was born was one of luxury and privilege’ (Hoare, 1990, p. 1). His mother Pamela 
(née Wyndham) had been a member of ‘an aristocratic “club” of rebels… “The 
Souls” …[who] eschewed facile London smartness, instigating their own liberated 
brand of wit and wisdom’ (Hoare, 1990, p. 2). By contrast, his father Edward 
Tennant was from a family of ‘humble origins…[who] had risen to become one of 
the wealthiest families of the nineteenth century… [by developing] a bleaching 
process’ (Hoare, 1990, p.3). 
Tennant, Messel and Whistler had different relationships to bourgeois culture, 
which unevenly denied, overlooked and marginalised queer people and practices. 
The twin elements of aristocratic heritage and industrialist wealth enabled, 
excused and accounted for Tennant’s queer performances and practices. His 
contact with middle- and working-class society was limited, including his transit 
through urban environments, his experiences at the Slade and public costume 
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balls for example, although the latter were class segregated (Houlbrook, 2005). 
I gauge reaction to his class and queer difference from Driberg’s Daily Express, 
report, as above. This detailed that his ‘drive to the station in the brougham 
[outdated Edwardian car] was a piece of high-class entertainment which the 
Cup Final crowds seemed to appreciate enormously’ (Driberg quoted in Hoare, 
1990, p. 105). Football was predominantly a working-class man’s sport and this 
report’s ambiguous description of a crowd’s reaction to Tennant, positions him 
as other to working-class masculinity. Emphasising intentionality, his biographer 
interprets Tennant’s performance as ‘calculated to impress’, while at other times 
he is characterised as oblivious to audience reactions (Hoare, 1990, p. 105). 
Assuming Tennant’s reflexive understanding of his identity as differently classed 
and performing a different masculinity, I interpret his theatricality as strategically 
blurring these vectors to direct the attention he received.
Factors of identity difference are implied more than stated in the biographies 
of these men and are interwoven with themes of class and visual culture, 
which signal each other. Presuming a 1980s reader’s comprehension, Messel’s 
biography describes his class position by invoking the linked factors of family, 
property, lifestyle and money: 
Oliver…was brought up in a twenty-room house in London staffed by ten 
servants. The Sambourne and Messel grandparents owned another two 
houses: one in Stafford Terrace [London]…and…a magnificent country 
home, Nymans, in Stapleford…His forbears on his father’s side were 
bankers…and financial advisers to the Grand Dukes of Hesse, and of 
Jewish lineage. The distinguished stockbroking firm L. Messel & Co. was 
founded by his grandfather in London during the 1870s. 
(Castle, 1986, p. 10) 
The immigrant status and religion of Messel’s grandfather, Ludwig Messel, 
introduces further aspects of identity and potential tension into this class heritage. 
The Aliens Act 1905 was introduced to limit immigration to Britain and anti-
Semitism was prominent in political and cultural discourse in the interwar period 
(Gainer, 1972). Messel’s biography states: ‘Ludwig changed his Jewish faith 
to Church of England when they [Ludwig and Anne Cussans] married’ (Castle, 
1986, p. 11). Messel’s biography lays greater stress on Messel’s inheritance of 
artistic talent, focusing on his forbears’ successes in the fields of illustration, 
music and architecture. Messel’s identity differed from Tennant’s aristocratic 
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gentile status and while Messel’s sense of difference because of his Jewish 
heritage is not stressed in the biography, he states in transcript that in his youth 
‘everything German was taboo…My name, of course, was German. Fiendish little 
schoolboys quickly caught on to that, and their taunts and torments knew no 
bounds’ (Castle, 1986, p. 31). Messel’s sister Anne also states that, ‘Father was 
very dark in complexion. All the Messels were dark including Oliver’, a description 
supported by photographs in Messel’s archive (Castle, 1986, p. 25). Messel’s 
visible difference and his queer subjectivity provided challenges in childhood 
interactions but intersected with the privileges and respect garnered by the 
cultural achievements of his family and their wealth. The relative significance and 
cultural framing of intersectional identities also changed for Messel across his 
lifetime in accord with the political landscape, his social context and methods of 
negotiation. 
I propose that Whistler was challenged by tensions between his queer 
subjectivity, inherited class position, social circles and identity as an artist. His 
biography describes class tension between his mother’s ‘world of the small 
country house, overlapping to some extent the fashionable one in which she 
had no part’ (Whistler, 1985, p. 7) and his father’s approach to commerce, which 
is characterised as that of a ‘village artisan employing a small number of men’ 
(Whistler, 1985, p.6). The divide does not have a contemporary comparison and 
illustrates the significance of a social hierarchy attached to professions in this 
generation. Whistler’s maternal grandfather was a clergyman, whilst his father’s 
family relied on craft-based trades held in lower social esteem, although still 
valued within localised communities. I understand Whistler’s parental class 
difference in relation to two models of social hierarchy proposed by Andrew Miles 
and David Vincent (1993). The first is based on a class relationship to production 
and market positions, as in Marxism. The second is a system of status based 
upon an ascending ladder of occupations. In interwar Britain these two models 
converged, producing a structure in which economic and social capital was 
connected to different professions. Capital associated with inherited family status 
remained symbolically significant but its influence on markets had begun to wane. 
Aristocratic families with links to industry, such as Tennant’s, were able to retain 
their wealth later into the twentieth century. 
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Whistler’s class background produced a regime in which his brother explains: 
‘We were all brought up under a ban on the slightest “bragging”’ and Whistler’s 
humble character is stressed throughout his biography (Whistler, 1985, p. 19). 
Self-effacement is associated with spiritual virtue in Christian traditions but also 
sustains a deferential position in social relations. It was a double-edged feature 
of identity that I propose Whistler ambivalently exhibited in life but which his 
biography attempts to secure as a key characteristic and counterpoint to his 
association with the excesses of aristocratic and queer networks. 
Tension between Whistler’s adult identity and his class background is highlighted 
by Olivier’s impressions upon meeting Whistler’s father: ‘“a small dark second-
rate man.” …she meant second-rate in social class, a test she could immediately 
apply’ (Whistler, 1985, p. 112). Here complexion is linked to class, while in 
Messel’s biography dark skin is associated with foreignness. The interconnected, 
often contradictory nature of interwar British understandings of class, labour, 
ethnicity and power, are articulated in Whistler’s biography. This details that at 
Port Lympne, ‘Hannah Gubbay, [Philip] Sassoon’s cousin, acted as hostess for 
him [Whistler]. “I do wish”, said Rex, “Hannah wouldn’t say, ‘I’ve been working 
like a black.’ She is a black!”’ (Whistler, 1985, p. 202). Gubbay was Jewish but 
not black in twenty-first century terms, illustrating the historical contingency 
of terminology and the way Jewishness was racialised in interwar Britain. In 
the quotation, Gubbay asserts superiority over the imagined black worker, 
simultaneously distancing herself from that position and classing work itself as an 
inferior and racialised activity. As a paid worker of a lower class, Whistler reflects 
her terms to regain self-esteem in the dynamic between them.
Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s relative class positions were reflected in their 
education. Whistler’s mother’s choice of Haileybury school for Rex was influenced 
by its position as an army school and ‘it was axiomatic…that a girl could go 
to a day school or be educated at home by a governess…but that a boy must 
go to boarding school, to learn independence and be tough’ (Whistler, 1985, p. 
27). Whistler’s biography details his distress in attending boarding school and 
describes his artistic talent as a tool by which he gained social acceptance and 
comfort at Haileybury. Messel went to Eton but also hated the experience and 
was often excused from school because of health problems. He states that ‘I 
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was…a seedy child, always a bit ailing, which of course I played up to the hilt, 
in order to avoid being sent back to the dreaded school’ (Castle, 1986, p. 31). 
Tennant scarcely attended school and ‘was much happier at home, doted upon 
by Mummie, cared for by Nannie’ (Hoare, 1990, p. 13). After failed attempts to 
introduce him to preparatory schools ‘lessons were given at Wilsford, by a stream 
of private tutors’ (ibid.). Equating the school system with a required masculinity, 
Tennant’s brother had written to his old school housemaster at West Downs to 
warn him in advance of Stephen’s attendance that, ‘he’s a non-combatant, by 
nature, and a conscientious objector to things essentially manly’ (Hoare, 1990, 
p.13). The types and locations of education these men received were gendered 
in the same way as professions and their associated social positions. The school 
system facilitated upward social mobility for Whistler. His brother states that ‘to 
be accepted by the ruling class and share in its prodigious advantages a boy 
must talk with its accent and have been to one of its more elevated schools’ 
(Whistler, 1985, p. 27). This acquisition of status was unnecessary for Tennant 
and Messel and Whistler was subjected more thoroughly to a socialisation that 
prioritised particular types of masculinity and the moderation and modification of 
identity performance. 
The financial means, networks and spaces associated with high social status, 
assisted the development and performance of Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s 
queer identities, were its alibis and provided the materials and iconography of 
their visual language. Records of high- or leisure-class queer cultural production 
have been more lasting and visible than at other class levels (Barlow, 2017). This 
directs common associations and blurs distinctions between broadly upper-
class and effeminate performances of masculinity. The cultural conflation of 
aristocratic and effeminate performances and signifiers, as well as class-based 
deference, provided space for and directed the reception of Tennant, Messel 
and Whistler’s ambiguously queer activities and works. Without the support of 
high class status, I propose that similar performances needed other alibis to 
avoid criticism, their displacement in class categories doubling their queer effect. 
The effeminate presentation of some working-class queer men categorised as 
fairies made them a particular target for abuse, for example (Houlbrook, 2005). 
Although I understand Whistler as broadly middle class, in addition to financial 
need, I contend that it was necessary for him to join a higher social rank at least 
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symbolically, in order to express and explore his queer subjectivity.
Effeminate Masculinities and Camp
Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s queer subjectivities and visual works were 
formed within, by and against the expectations and conventions of interwar 
British patriarchal cultural ideals of masculinity. Designated as men, their queer 
difference was and is most easily read through their embodied performances 
of gender. David Halperin proposes that ‘models of male sexual and gender 
deviance…derive[d] from a premodern system that privileges gender over 
sexuality’ continued to operate after the nineteenth-century naming of the 
homosexual (2000, p. 91). In the past, ‘effeminacy has…functioned as a marker 
of heterosexual excess’ (Halperin, 2000, p. 93). In interwar Britain however, male 
femininity was widely regarded as a primary index of homosexuality. Raewyn 
Connell explains that: 
Oppression positions homosexual masculinities at the bottom of a gender 
hierarchy among men. Gayness, in patriarchal ideology, is a repository 
of whatever is symbolically expelled from hegemonic masculinity…
Hence from the point of view of hegemonic masculinity, gayness is easily 
assimilated to femininity.
(Connell, 2005, p. 78)
This presupposes a clear divide between consolidated ahistorical heterosexual 
and homosexual masculine identities, which is unrepresentative of diverse lived 
experiences. However, it highlights broader cultural imperatives that oppose 
and differently value men’s performances of masculinity and femininity. The low 
cultural value attached to feminine masculinity or masculine femininity commonly 
described as effeminacy, has been reiterated in the historiography of research on 
male sexuality and gender. The study of effeminate masculinities is now common 
in queer studies but in the late 1980s ‘the reluctance of most historians to discuss 
the role of effeminacy in gay male cultural history’ was noted (Chauncey et al., 
1991 [1989], p.7). This academic silence parallels Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s 
understanding that ‘effeminophobia’ was ‘a discreditable reason for this marginal 
or stigmatized position to which even adult men who are effeminate have often 
been relegated in the [gay] movement’ (1993a, p. 72). Alan Sinfield explains that 
‘[f]or many gay men, the post-Stonewall reliance on [sexual] object-choice has 
afforded opportunity for a denial that effeminacy is a necessary part of gayness’ 
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(2004, p. 96). In the 1990s, Kosofsky Sedgwick examined scientific research 
which emphasised masculine conforming subjects, while effeminacy in boys was 
understood as a psychopathological condition, remaining ‘the abject that haunts 
revisionist psychoanalysis’ (1993a, p. 71). 
Sinfield and Kosofsky Sedgwick restate the continued cultural significance of 
effeminacy as ‘the badge of gayness’, exemplified by cross-dressing (Sinfield, 
2004, p. 18) because ‘[a]fter all, “everyone already knows” that cross-dressing 
usually at least alludes to homosexuality’ (Kosofsky Sedgwick, 1993b, p. 221). 
Both scholars understand the link between effeminacy and queer male sexuality 
as important because past discourses have subsumed ‘gender dissonance 
into gayness’; drag for example has been constructed as an emblem of 
generalised queer male culture in a rhetoric that ‘tends to marginalize men 
for whom femininity is the primary factor’ and for whom cross-dressing has 
greater personal significance (Sinfield, 2004, p. 91). Commenting on academic 
discourse in the 1990s, Kosofsky Sedgwick stated ‘that gender theory at this 
moment is talking incessantly about cross-dressing in order never to have to 
talk about homosexuality’ (1993b, p. 221). While the debate has evolved to 
explore gender fluidity and trans issues, Kosofsky Sedgwick (1993b) highlights 
the close relationship between discussions of cross-dressing, effeminacy 
and homosexuality, pointing to the way these terms have often been used 
interchangeably.
Effeminacy and cross-dressing have been significant to academic debate centred 
on camp sensibility and its connection to queer male identity cultures (Sontag, 
2009 [1964]; Booth, 1983; Core, 1984; Meyer, 1994; Cleto, 1999). Tennant, Messel 
and Whistler engaged in cross-dressing, while their visual language included 
iconography and objects commonly associated with femininity in interwar Britain. 
The contemporary meaning of the term camp was not established until the mid-
twentieth century, but theories of camp inform my analyses because they offer 
ways of gauging the reception of these men and their works. Susan Sontag’s 
essay, Notes on Camp (1964) initiated an academic discourse that attempts to 
define camp, demonstrate its features and propose its meanings. Executed as a 
camp parody, features listed in Notes on Camp are common to Tennant, Messel 
and Whistler’s visual language and cultural experience. These include qualities 
65
of sophistication, artifice, exaggeration, Aestheticism, dandyism, aristocracy 
and detachment. Further, Sontag highlights ‘women’s clothes of the twenties’, 
‘decorative art, emphasizing texture, sensuous surface, and style at the expense 
of content’, ‘taste for the picturesque’, ‘rococo churches’, ‘trompe-l’oeil’, classical 
ballet and opera, including Swan Lake and Der Rosenkavalier. These features 
emerge in my analyses, particularly in Chapter Six. I also connect Tennant, 
Messel and Whistler to people Sontag associates with camp, including Tallulah 
Bankhead, Walter Pater, John Ruskin, Oscar Wilde, Ronald Firbank, Noël Coward 
and Cecil B. DeMille (Sontag, 2009 [1964], pp. 277-285).
Sontag associates camp with ‘mainly homosexuals, who constitute themselves 
as aristocrats of taste’ (2009 [1964], p. 290). Gregory W. Bredbeck states that, 
‘camp proceeds from and reinforces a strategy of gay male identity’ (Bredbeck, 
1994, p. 52). Camp and homosexuality are historically and culturally specific 
descriptors, identities and practices with related histories. Prior to the designation 
of homosexuality as a pathological condition, camp was an unnecessary noun, 
although its practices have a long history, for example in theatre traditions. 
Bredbeck outlines an ‘association between textual inversion and sexual 
inversion’, which links queer men to camp as its significant producers and 
arbiters (Bredbeck, 1994, p. 47). While definitions for male sexual identity are 
shifting and reading camp is a contingent practice, links between homosexuality 
and camp are well established. Unlike academic discourse on effeminacy which 
has prioritised embodied performance, discussion of camp also more readily 
encompasses objects.
Camp exists on a knife-edge of several dualities relating to the position of the 
camp performer and their audience. It has been understood as threatening and 
entertaining, humorous and dangerous, and has elicited laughter and abuse. The 
ambivalence of its reception is reflected in the different ways camp has been used 
and the social work it does for its performer/creator. Research on camp rarely 
attempts to resolve whether it is the cause or effect of marginalisation. Camp 
has been explained as a queer strategy both of resistance to heteronormative 
masculinity and as protection against it. The language of strategy signals the 
struggle to resolve binaries of intentional/unintentional, conscious/unconscious 
in research on camp and queer subjectivities. These axes replicate public 
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understanding of queer subjectivity as a choice and the binds of the closet, 
discussed below. This paradigm is demonstrated in Beaton’s diaries when he 
reflects that ‘without my fathoming the reason I realised…that I generated hostility 
among certain strata of people who did not know me. Perhaps my manner was 
innately effeminate. But surely not flamboyantly so?’ (Beaton, 1961 [1928], p. 
170). This hostility is evidence that not all camp insulates the subject-performer, 
although it could be deployed as ‘a lifeboat for men at sea’ (Core, 1984, p. 7). 
David Bergman stresses the intentionality of camp as a ‘mode in which coding 
is most self-consciously played with and where the apparent emptying of self-
expression is most conspicuous’ adding that, ‘the avoidance of “self-expression” 
becomes paradoxically a powerful expression of gay selfhood’ (Bergman, 1993, 
p. 94). I propose that conscious intention and unconscious understanding can be 
simultaneous and are in complex relation, as in Beaton’s account and my outline 
of queer habitus.
Deliberate performance is culturally gendered as feminine and I read a level of 
intentionality in the way Tennant, Messel and Whistler re-used existing queer 
motifs. Sontag articulates camp’s relationship to consciousness in her description 
of ‘pure Camp’ as sincere but marked by failure (2009 [1964], p. 282). This failure 
pinpoints the insufficiency of camp as a communicative tool but also reflects 
the pejorative language and low value camp is accorded in dominant culture. I 
read Tennant’s self-knowledge as effeminately camp in his knowing humour and 
sincerity. This is demonstrated in his letter to Beaton in October 1929, which 
describes his experience of sitting for sculptor Frank Dobson: ‘He [Dobson] 
doesn’t shew [sic] he even likes doing me at all. I might be the dreariest client for 
all he shows!...all he says is “you are like Puffin” [Anthony Asquith] – Just when 
I’m feeling like Lina Cavalieri [opera singer] in her prime’ (Tennant to Beaton, 
quoted in Hoare, 1990, p.143).
The danger associated with male effeminacy and camp is rooted in the light 
it shines on the constructed and unstable nature of gender identities, the 
duplicity it suggests in its masquerade and its repudiation of culturally valued 
masculinity. These factors also construct a protective distance between the 
performer or object and the viewer by advertising an artificiality that ‘neutralizes 
moral indignation’ (Sontag, 2009 [1964], p. 290). Assuming the source of such 
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indignation ‘[t]he “normal” man remains comfortable with camp because 
it amuses him’ (Core, 1984, p. 13). Laurence Whistler’s comment on Rex’s 
childhood drawings of battle scenes recognises the distancing effect of humour: 
‘His…horrors [drawings] are disinfected by a kind of innocence, never far from 
absurdity and sometimes frankly humorous’ (Whistler, 1985, p.20). Laurence 
also identifies pathos in Whistler’s identity, which Sontag (2009 [1964]) details 
as a feature of camp. He describes ‘that sense of the sadness of life which 
any sensitive person in later years could detect beneath his [Whistler’s] gaiety’ 
(Whistler, 1985, p.24). Pathos is discussed further in Chapter Six. Whether 
inciting hostility, resisting dominant masculinity or acting as a refuge, I propose 
that camp’s presence in Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s works and identity 
performances testifies to their queer displacement in conventional interwar British 
society. Stressing the constraints imposed upon queer identities and practices, 
Bergman states that, ‘[b]efore the Second World War, gay writers went to extreme 
lengths to control their audience and avoid explicitly identifying themselves or 
their readers as homosexual’ (1993, p. 97). As a feature of the communication 
of queer identities within particular networks ‘even where sodomy laws were 
overlooked or repealed, gay men had difficulty addressing each other directly as 
homosexuals’ (Bergman, 1993, p. 97).
Citing a scene from the novel Brideshead Revisited (Waugh, 1945), Bergman 
describes one camp strategy ‘as “The Liberace Effect,” that is, to be so 
exaggerated an example of what you in fact are that people think you couldn’t 
possibly be it’ (1993, p. 14). This works ‘not by dismantling the gender system 
but by trading on its blindness’ and is not ‘foolproof’ (ibid.). The scene Bergman 
refers to is reminiscent of a real assault Beaton suffered at a Wilton House 
ball he attended with Tennant and at which he was thrown into a river (Hoare, 
1990). I propose that Tennant and Beaton understood their minority position 
and the social tension their effeminate presentation engendered. I interpret their 
presentation as defiant non-conformity, rather than a failure of Bergman’s (1993) 
Liberace effect. In his published diaries Beaton relates that: ‘The group above 
me on the river bank murmured, “Do you think the bugger’s drowned?”’ (Beaton, 
1961 [1928], p. 171). The dates in Beaton’s published diaries are unreliable 
and their content is edited, but I contend they retain value as records and here 
indicate the homophobic motivation for the attack. In retrospect Beaton stated 
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that ‘the emotions of humiliation and shame were stronger than those of fear’ 
and ‘I remember my head raised in a Guido Reni agony’ (Beaton, 1961 [1928]). 
Beaton’s response indicates that camp can act as an internalised mechanism 
of self-defence that neutralises shame, in addition to its pre-emptory function 
in relation to audiences. In highlighting Reni, Beaton evokes the queer image 
of this artist’s depiction of Saint Sebastian, for informed readers. This saint is a 
prominent subject in queer art histories and this particular painting was Wilde’s 
favourite rendering (Sinfield and Wilson, 1995).
Olivier was later told by a member of the Herbert family who hosted the ball, 
‘that girls as well as young men had joined in the ragging and had “thought it 
a huge joke”…sure that Lady Pembroke shared their dislike of Cecil and were 
amazed…[when] she had demanded letters of apology’ (Middleboe, 1989, p. 
53). This indicates shifts in understanding and/or tolerance of male effeminacy 
across time, as represented by different generations within a class stratum. The 
incident prompted Olivier to ask herself on 5th September 1927: ‘Are these boys 
really depraved? I will not believe it. Rex is goodness itself, Stephen innocent 
and ignorant, Cecil perhaps has been in a bad set…Brian [Howard] is the most 
doubtful…he is willing to condone anything’ (Middleboe, 1989, p. 54). Olivier 
excuses rather than champions these men within her own boundaries and 
behavioural compass, formed along lines of acceptable and unacceptable queer 
masculinity. Her stress on ‘goodness’ and ‘innocence’ is linked to understanding 
of them as ‘boys’, a strategy of excusing queer men against dominant cultural 
expectations by desexualising them. Similarly, ‘Lady Pembroke had said that 
“she would thrust her hand into the fire to prove her faith in Stephen in spite 
of his appearance”’ (Middleboe, 1989, p. 62). These comments point towards 
confusion in the way effeminate male performances were received as queer and 
challenged conventional masculinity but could be excused and separated from 
homosexuality, which was not condoned.
I contend that Tennant, Messel and Whistler used make-up because of its 
powerfully gendered connotations, which assisted their performance of 
masculine femininity/feminine masculinity. Penelope Middleboe recounts that 
‘many parents were shocked by his [Tennant’s] painted appearance and did not 
consider Stephen a suitable companion for their sons and daughters’ (1989, p. 
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51). Middleboe quotes Olivier’s diary entry for 14th June 1927, which recounts 
a friend’s distress at the way ‘people hate him [Tennant] and say such beastly 
things. As I say it’s vieux jeu [old-fashioned] on their part, as now-a-days so many 
boys are girlish, without being effeminate’, although the difference between these 
distinctions is not elaborated (1989, p. 52). On 1st September 1927 Olivier wrote 
in her diary that ‘loyal Rex…sees no objection to Stephen’s painting his face if 
he does it so well that it doesn’t shew [sic]’ but ‘is concerned because...he “puts 
on as much as a girl”’ (Middleboe, 1989, p. 53).  This double-edged loyalty was 
circumscribed by social pressures Whistler did not apparently flout so readily. 
However, with the alibi of fancy dress, in a prior entry Olivier recalls Beaton’s 
description of a party held by Mrs Benjamin Guinness:
Stephen, Rex and others…created a scandal by appearing in very outré 
dresses as beggars, with very painted faces. Cecil says the party divided 
into two furiously antagonistic groups, for and against Stephen…Lura 
[Howard] rang up…frantic about it...She says they were indecent and 
shewed [sic] too much thro’ their rags. 
(Olivier 16th July 1927, in Middleboe, 1989, p. 52)
This implicates Whistler in a contentious cross-gendered performance. It also 
positions Tennant as the figurehead of a coterie in a polarised social group, 
indicating the extreme quality of his self-presentation. I read the description of 
revealing ‘rags’ and ‘painted faces’ in line with Tennant’s costume in a homemade 
film by Oswald Mosley, which I discuss in Chapter Four (fig. 4.29). Lura Howard 
was Brian Howard’s mother and later sent him to Germany for therapy to correct 
his homosexuality (Middleboe, 1989). The passage overlaps the unspoken link 
between cross-gender performance and homosexuality, with concern regarding 
the men’s bodily exposure. Her comments justify and replace more direct 
criticism of a queer male gender performance, indicating the high stakes of 
making accusations linked to homosexuality and its inexpressibility. I also read 
this quotation as evidence of the social limitations placed on the display of men’s 





Whistler’s biography links description of his safely comic cross-gender 
performances at the British School at Rome to the statement that Whistler:
...was assumed to be not actively concerned with girls, nor indeed with 
boys in a sexual sense, yet was thought to have a touch of girlishness 
himself, in speech and gesture, which earned him the nickname “Rexina”.
(Whistler, 1985, p. 117) 
This offers a rare example of the way Whistler was received as effeminately queer 
in relation to his ‘speech and gesture’ and cements the association between 
gender performance and sexuality for interwar British audiences. Referring to 
this period in Italy, his biography states that Whistler ‘was wishing that his body 
could be as brown as the tough New Zealand one, photographed beside him’, 
which contextualised by records of Rome School attendees during Whistler’s 
tenure, I interpret as alluding to the avant-garde modernist architect Amyas 
Connell (Whistler, 1985, p. 118). However, a photograph matching this description 
Fig. 2.2. Unknown (1928) Rex 
Whistler and Glyn Jones at Capri 
(Verso). Gelatin silver print on 
Velox paper. Approximately 6 
x 8 inches (15.24 x 20.32 cm). 
Masking tape over crease. Pencil 
notes: ‘Rex Whistler’ ‘Glyn Jones’ 
‘Rex at Capri 1928’ ‘(British 
School at Rome)’. Photographed 
by Bench, P. 30th April 2018. 
Salisbury: Rex Whistler Archive at 
The Salisbury Museum
Fig. 2.1. Unknown (1928) Rex 
Whistler and Glyn Jones at Capri 
(Recto). Gelatin silver print on 
Velox paper. Approximately 6 
x 8 inches (15.24 x 20.32 cm). 
Photographed by Bench, P. 30th 
April 2018. Salisbury: Rex Whistler 
Archive at The Salisbury Museum
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includes a note indicating that the tanned figure is Whistler’s fellow Slade artist 
Glyn Jones (figs. 2.1 and 2.2), a proposition substantiated by another labelled 
photograph in Whistler’s archive. I contend that Laurence Whistler’s description 
equates Connell’s apparent toughness, nationality, tanned body and preference 
for hard-edged modernism with dominant ideals of masculinity. He deliberately 
contrasts this with Whistler’s paleness and visual preferences, explaining that 
the Rome students ‘teased him for admiring the Baroque’, implying Whistler’s 
physicality and tastes are effeminate by comparison (Whistler, 1985, p. 118). 
Whistler’s biography engineers a suggestive quality to the relationship between 
the men in the photograph, which is not visually reproduced in the text, by 
focusing on their exposed, proximate bodies and Whistler’s imagined gaze. That 
this may be a misattribution recasts the image of the men on the beach and re-
opens the possibility of alternative readings and relationships. In a later passage 
of the biography, Laurence Whistler describes his brother’s naked body as 
‘hairless and fine-skinned like a girl’s, yet taut and agile like an athlete’s without 
being especially muscular’ (1985, p. 267). Such language invokes the unexpected 
gaze of a voyeur, while inscribing queer gender contradictions in the literary image 
of Whistler’s physicality.
Paradigms of Queer Subjectivity and Visibility: The Closet, Shame 
and Stigma
The concept of the closet and its accompanying features of shame and resistance 
are often cited as paradigmatic to the constitution of queer sexual subjectivities. 
Kosofsky Sedgwick’s landmark work, The Epistemology of the Closet (1994 
[1990]), along with Judith Butler’s Gender Trouble (1999 [1990]) have been 
foundational to the development of queer theory. The metaphorical closet is 
sustained by ‘double binds’ that continually emphasise the difference of sexual 
minorities and impel them to confession but deny them a social voice (Kosofsky 
Sedgwick, 1994 [1990]). This is executed and maintained by juridical and 
other cultural practices of oppression, including those active in interwar Britain 
(Houlbrook, 2005). The closet is a conceptual space envisaged as a room for 
concealment, but the ‘open secret’ constructs it with transparent walls (Kosofsky 
Sedgwick, 1994 [1990]; Potvin, 2014). This alludes to the uneven legibility of 
queer sexuality to different audiences. No explicit declaration of sexual identity is 
needed for queer identities to operate and their existence to be known. The open 
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secret is extralinguistic and based on shared knowledge. Queer identities can 
be announced non-verbally and involuntarily by behaviours and visual signifiers, 
which are tacitly but unevenly understood by audiences. This theory builds on 
the symbolic interactionist position that ‘[i]t is possible for signs which mean one 
thing to one group to mean something else to another group, the same category 
[of person] being designated but differently characterized’ (Goffman, 1990 [1963], 
p. 62). I expand on the way similar concepts of reception have been developed 
in visual culture studies in Chapter Three. The closet and the open secret are 
associated with the often unspoken stigma of bearing queer identities. In his 
1960s research, Erving Goffman stated that the ‘visibility of a stigma must be 
distinguished from its “known-about-ness”…whether or not they [other people 
defined as normative] have previous knowledge about him [the stigmatised 
subject]’ (Goffman, 1990 [1963], p. 65). The open secret, although not voiced, 
is communicated through interpersonal exchanges and is informed by prior 
audience knowledge. 
I draw on Goffman’s (1990 [1959]) theories of symbolic interactionism to propose 
that Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s audiences predominantly colluded with them 
in order to maintain successful social performances and interactions. I contend 
that audiences within their networks were aware of the secret that these men 
were impelled to make of their queer subjectivities and largely chose not to 
expose them and exhibited tolerance. Offering important but limited space for the 
formation of queer identities, the open secret suggests the impossibility of hiding 
effectively or being marked as anything other than different by wider society. I 
contend that from their position of class privilege, Tennant, Messel and Whistler 
benefitted from the open secret in their publicised fancy dress performances. 
These were reported as entertaining, while instances of queer male working-class 
sexual practices were vilified as deviant in the same newspapers. The pervasive 
nature of the heteronormative assumption and masculine ideals, positioned 
Tennant, Messel and Whistler as socially marginalised queer men in this period, 
while allowing some space for circumscribed queer expression.
Socially constructed stigmas are culturally and historically specific, operating 
on different local levels and with uneven effectiveness. Drawing on Dennis 
Altman’s research, Jeffrey Weeks states that in the late twentieth century ‘to be 
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a homosexual in our society is to be constantly aware that one bears a stigma’ 
(1990 [1977], p. 1). Chauncey explains that following World War Two, the ‘decline 
of the fairy and the rise of the closet’ were concomitant and represented a major 
shift in understandings of sexualities, social tolerance of sexual diversity and the 
visibility of sexual minorities (1994, p. 22). Cook similarly states that before World 
War Two, ‘whilst the sex men were having with other men may have been criminal 
or considered sinful, the men involved did not necessarily see themselves as 
being part of a repressed minority’ (2007, p. xii). Writing in the 1960s, Goffman 
defined stigma as ‘the situation of the individual which is disqualified from 
full social acceptance’ and named homosexuality as a blemish ‘of individual 
character’ (1990 [1963], pp. 11, 14). I propose that Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s 
interwar queer identities did not comply with hegemonic interwar masculine ideals 
but their lives do not match the bleak disadvantages Goffman stressed in his 
1960s research. 
Cognisant of the historical contingencies of Goffman’s theories, they remain 
significant to my examination of the way shame and stigma combine to maintain 
the metaphorical closet and its effects of self-scrutiny:
...the standards he [the stigmatised individual] has incorporated from 
the wider society equip him to be ultimately alive to what others see as 
his failing, inevitably causing him, if only for moments, to agree that he 
does indeed fall short of what he ought to be. Shame becomes a central 
possibility, arising from the individual’s perception of one of his own 
attributes as being a defiling thing to possess, and one he can readily see 
himself as not possessing. 
(Goffman, 1990 [1963], p. 18)
For Goffman (1990 [1963]), shame exists in relation to an individual’s ability 
and desire to imagine themselves as unmarked by a stigma, implying identity 
dissatisfaction and configuring stigmas as chosen or reversible. This frames 
Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s relative self-confidence/insecurity as constituted 
by and with the interrelated but differently inflected discourses of their immediate 
social circles and broader popular opinion. 
Goffman stressed prior audience knowledge and visual behavioural signification 
as important to the communication of homosexuality. He contended that the 
stigma of homosexuality is constructed and managed in relation to cultural 
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stereotypes, as I detail in Chapter One. He also emphasised the support of 
‘sympathetic others’ (Goffman, 1990 [1963], p. 31). From a 1960s standpoint, 
Goffman implied that such networks are insular and undesirable: ‘[a]mong his 
own, the stigmatized individual can use his disadvantage as a basis for organizing 
life, but he must resign himself to a half-world to do so’ (1990 [1963], p. 32). 
This language is reminiscent of the way queer men have been understood as 
an underground deviant subculture in popular discourse, including mid-century 
cinema and popular fiction contemporary to Goffman’s time of writing (Bauer 
and Cook, 2012). The closet can expand its borders to include other stigmatised 
individuals and their unstigmatised allies but this will always be circumscribed by 
broader social disapproval or imposition of the stigma. In addition:
...the stigmatized person learns and incorporates the stand-point of the 
normal, acquiring thereby the identity beliefs of the wider society and the 
general idea of what it would be like to possess a particular stigma…he 
learns that he possesses a particular stigma and…the consequences of 
possessing it.
(Goffman, 1990 [1963], p. 45)
Tennant, Messel and Whistler were born into or cultivated social worlds that 
shielded them from the worst social responses to queer stigmas. However, as 
Paul Robinson notes in his research on historical queer autobiographies, ‘[a] 
degree of internalized homophobia is present in all the books [he analysed], 
but it varies, often greatly, from individual to individual’ (1999, pp. xvi-xvii). This 
opens the possibility that Tennant, Messel and Whistler responded differently 
to social expectations and that the heterosexual imperative of their cultural 
context continued as significant to their self-concept and through their different 
life phases, even when it is not outwardly apparent. I understand their visual 
language as one means by which they expressed and diluted the stigma of their 
queer subjectivities. I also propose that their production of socially valued culture 
ameliorated feelings of inadequacy generated by the dominant heteronormative 
culture into which they were born and which circumscribed their lives. My 
examination of how far Tennant, Messel and Whistler were ashamed or resisted 
the heteronormative cultural model is informed by their biographies, my reading 
of their visual language and comparisons with their near contemporaries and 
historical studies. I also acknowledge differences between each man and their 
relationships with and understanding of, their sexual and gender identities.
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Queer Theory, Performativity and Intersubjectivity
Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s queer subjectivities are linked to their 
consumption and production of visual culture in particular historical, spatial 
and social contexts with associated understandings of sexuality and gender. I 
understand the connections between these men and their works by deploying  
queer theory, which William B. Turner summarises as focused on ‘tracing the 
historical development of...definitions of “sex” and “gender”’, and as a field 
that grew ‘out of feminist political and scholarly activity’ (2000, pp. 3, 5). Butler 
(1999 [1990]) has been a prominent voice of this discourse and its opposition 
to humanist proposals of innate selfhood. Butler developed Foucault’s research 
that ‘divorced “sexuality” from “nature” and interpreted it, instead, as a cultural 
production’ (Halperin, 1990, p.7). Following Butler (1999 [1990]), I understand 
Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s subjectivities as discursively produced through 
the reiteration of social, contextual norms that preceded and constrained them. I 
examine Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s identities as:
...performative in the sense that…they…are fabrications manufactured and 
sustained through corporeal signs and other discursive means. That the 
gendered body is performative suggests that it has no ontological status 
apart from the various acts which constitute its reality.
(Butler, 1999 [1990], p. 136)
Butler described gender as ‘a construction that conceals its genesis’ and as ‘a 
project that has cultural survival as its end, the term strategy better suggests the 
situation of duress under which gender performance always and variously occurs’ 
(1999 [1990], pp. 140, 139). This duress applies to all gender performances but 
Butler invoked drag to expose gender as a cultural construction. I understand 
Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s cross-dressing and other gender performances 
in light of Butler’s comment that, ‘[t]he replication of heterosexual constructs in 
non-heterosexual frames brings into relief the utterly constructed status of the 
so-called heterosexual original’ (1999 [1990], p. 31). Later, Butler stressed that 
‘hegemonic heterosexuality is itself a constant and repeated effort to imitate its 
own idealisations’ (1993, p. 125). Vikki Bell explains that hegemony in Butler’s 
writing ‘implies not simply that they [gender ideals] are held up as normal, but 
also that the boundaries are policed’ (1999, p. 140), a definition pertinent to the 
social proscriptions embedded in laws that circumscribed Tennant, Messel and 
Whistler’s identity performances. 
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Butler’s emphasis on ‘hyperbole, dissonance, internal confusion, and proliferation’ 
(1999 [1990], p. 31), leads Bergman to understand that ‘for Butler, nothing 
succeeds in subverting the straight like excess’ (1993, p. 11). He underlines 
however, that advocating dissonant excess as the premier queer strategy is a 
symptom of the ‘overwhelmingly white and…middle class [academics who] …
are insulated from the violence of homophobia’ (Bergman, 1993, p. 12). This 
reflects Bergman’s standpoint that camp, as a type of queer identity performance, 
necessarily only exists in contexts of wealth and queer tolerance, as in Tennant, 
Messel and Whistler’s interwar experience. While Butler’s research has been 
read, as by Bergman, as advocating particular practices, Bell explains that 
‘Butler implies that mimicry as a strategy of resistance or subversion…might 
frequently be one that would simply entail too many risks’ (Bell, 1999, p. 139). 
Butler’s research has been criticised as being ahistorical and lacking attention 
to the context of performative identity constructions, social structures and the 
creative agency of subjects and their potential to ‘institute new value systems and 
new forms of collective identity’ (McNay, 1999, p. 187). Andrew Cooper similarly 
states that ‘performativity…does not fit with the personal aspects of identity’, 
but he mobilises the concept to further explore identity construction in groups 
(2013, p. 71). I deploy Butler’s theories of performativity, as in my adoption of 
Bourdieu’s concept of habitus, as a theoretical outline of the relational quality of 
identities, practices, environments and audiences/communities, which I apply 
with specificity by attending to biographical and other evidence.
As queer subjects for whom interactions were potentially fraught in social regimes 
that exhorted them to conceal queer identity, I propose that Tennant, Messel and 
Whistler’s visual language functioned as the communication of identity over which 
they could exercise control. This included deploying an iconography with layered 
meanings, which increased its ambiguity, limiting the possibility of exclusively 
queer readings. This strategy made use of the slippage between communication 
and reception Goffman (1990 [1959]) highlighted as always present in symbolic 
interactions. Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s networks experienced their identity 
performances at first hand, but their widest audiences were not co-present. For 
example, readers of newspapers and magazines in which these men featured, 
visitors to the Tate’s refreshment room and audiences of Messel’s theatre designs. 
This distance and factors of context, which implicated other contributors, such 
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as the journalists writing articles about these men or the actors performing in 
Messel’s plays, complicated and shaped audience readings of works. Unlike 
direct interpersonal encounters, I propose these factors denied audiences the 
opportunity to make direct alignments between Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s 
visual works and identities, consequently limiting their dominance as decisive in 
the success or failure of communicative exchange (Goffman, 1990 [1959]). Unlike 
Butler’s theory of on-going, partially unknowable, performatively constructed 
selfhoods, Goffman’s (1990 [1959]) dramaturgical metaphor envisioned self-
construction through artificial reflexive performances, a position he later revised in 
view of its cynicism. Although Goffman (1990 [1959]) researched lived embodied 
interactions in specific spaces, his dramaturgical metaphor and Butler’s (1999 
[1990]) outline of performativity inform my analysis of Tennant, Messel and 
Whistler’s visual culture as implicated in their selfhood formation and produced 
with expected audiences in mind.
Phenomenological perspectives complement theories of performativity, directing 
my conception of Tennant, Messel and Whistler as corporeal bodies acting in 
particular environmental contexts and communities. The concept of mimesis is 
important to queer theory and significant to my analyses of these men because 
it explains behaviours as learned and selfhoods as constructed within and by 
localised networks (Sullivan, 2003; Cooper, 2013). Quoting Butler (1993), Bell 
explains that ‘the popularity of “the mimetic” within contemporary feminist 
thought has much to do with the way in which the conception of identity as the 
“stylised repetition of acts”’ explained identity beyond essentialist models (1999, 
p. 133). She goes on to outline debate in which ‘for [Luce] Irigaray [1985], mimesis 
is on the level of strategy – one that reveals through its repetition of ideas about 
women – and not of constitution, as it is for Butler’ (Bell, 1999, p. 139). Drawing 
on Irigary’s stance, I read Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s visual language as 
constructed by their mimetic relation to their cultural context and networks, 
including other queer men, archetypes and visual works. This reiteration 
contributes to the continued legibility of their language as queer and my ability 
to read it from a twenty-first century standpoint. Unlike Irigary’s focus on the 
exposure of previously subsumed but definable gender identity, I follow Butler’s 
(1990 [1999]) understanding that mimesis is part of the constitution of individuals, 
which as in my discussion of camp and queer habitus can be both conscious and 
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unconscious simultaneously. My use of ‘strategy’ in this thesis does not imply 
intentionality and I read beyond narrow conceptions of resistance as necessarily 
conscious.
Embodied mimetic interactions as well as shared consumption and production of 
visual texts enabled Tennant, Messel and Whistler to form connections with each 
other. This combination also provided a framework within which they understood 
themselves as belonging and from which they drew their visual lexicon. Their 
identification and engagement with interwar and historical queer figures and 
works, while not embodied co-present relationships, were imaginative and often 
exercised through the re-use of pre-existing themes and motifs I read as queer. 
Explaining this cross-temporal mimetic connection in relation to literary works, 
Bergman explains ‘certain gay writers have learned to camp from their friends 
and from what they have read and…[this] may be thought of as a tradition’ (1993, 
p. 93). Butler’s theories have also been used to explore the notion of cultural 
survival enacted by subjects outside hegemonic ideals and through cross-
generational mimicry (Boyarin and Boyarin, 1993). I propose that Tennant, Messel 
and Whistler identified and learned queer visual traditions from available culture 
and queer mentors. Messel was taught to paint by queer artist Glyn Philpot and 
the significance of this relationship is heightened by my identification of Philpot in 
Messel’s holiday photographs. I propose that the influence of queer role models 
beyond the archetypes I outline in Chapter One was integral to Tennant, Messel 
and Whistler’s personal development and their visual language. 
I understand Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s queer identities, visual practices 
and social networks as linked ‘because the human subject grows in and through 
relationship to others, intersubjective relatedness is crucial to the emergence of 
selfhood’ (Frie, 1997, p. 11). This is hinted at in the biographies of these three 
men, which suggest that keynotes of physical appearance and behaviour were 
important to them as initial indicators of queer subjectivity. Whistler’s biography 
was published first and directs descriptions of the initiation of their friendship at 
the Slade. The tone and narrative are likely informed by Laurence Whistler’s later 
communication with Tennant:
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New friends were made – among them another student [Messel] in his 
first term, who seemed to share Rex’s fondness for dressing up. They 
learnt how to construct masks of papier maché,…each would contrive one 
during the weekend…to surprise the other with a new disguise on Monday 
morning.
(Whistler, 1985, p. 56)
Laurence Whistler goes on to imagine Tennant’s entry into Whistler’s narrative:
In the silence of the sombre [life drawing] room he [Tennant] looked round, 
wondering who would be congenial. There sat Rex, seeming quite different 
from the others and more interesting; but Stephen was hesitant too, and it 
was some time before they chatted – shared their sandwiches, and talked 
of Poe, the book in Rex’s hand. 
(Whistler, 1985, p. 56-57)
These passages imaginatively evoke a moment but convincingly illustrate the 
way these men identified each other as queerly unconventional, sympathetic 
and alike. Material objects, practices and visual signification are prominent in 
these descriptions of interpersonal encounters, pointing towards non-verbal 
communication. I contend that Laurence Whistler (1985) constructed this 
biographical narrative on the template of another, which is related to other queer 
men. A. E. Housman recounted that Thomas Hardy told him that young men 
had carried Swinburne’s Poems and Ballads (1866) in their breast pockets to 
signal a liberal anti-bourgeois stance, which was understood by the initiated few 
(Housman, 2013 [1910]). Tennant met Hardy and has been likened to Swinburne 
(Hoare, 1990). Swinburne became a cultural figurehead for communities and 
individuals who challenged the conventional morals and sexual mores of late 
nineteenth-century Britain (Rooksby, 2017), while Housman’s homosexual desires 
are recorded (Page, 1996). 
In replicating the structure of this narrative of mutual queer recognition between 
men, which is focused on a poetry book, Laurence points obliquely to the 
significance of queer subjectivity in Tennant and Whistler’s first encounter. 
Laurence rightly emphasises Edgar Allan Poe’s significance to Whistler’s early 
adulthood, this poet being well represented in Whistler’s (1981 [1923]) personal 
anthology. As with Swinburne, I propose Laurence was cognisant of the queer 
resonance of Poe’s writing, which has more recently been the subject of 
academic queer readings (Berman, 2013). An article pasted into one of Messel’s 
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press albums similarly describes the initiation of his friendship with Beverley 
Nichols (The Passing Show, 31st July 1937). Nichols explains that Messel was 
interested in a book he had written and they ‘made great friends in five minutes’. 
In a description I read as articulating queer intersubjectivity, Nichols reflects that 
his coterie of artistic and literary friends ‘scent[ed] each other out...when we were 
very young, feeling that we were somehow different’. 
Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s relationships are not documented as predicated 
on sexual desire but these quotations relate to ‘the interpersonal love relation 
[that] forms a paradigm of dialogical experience’ (Frie, 1997, p. 13). Roger 
Frie highlights the insufficiency of language alone in theories of intersubjective 
identity constitution, suggesting ‘that the formulation of subjectivity and 
intersubjectivity within a linguistic paradigm is problematic precisely because 
it is unable sufficiently to account for nondiscursive experience’ (1997, p. 13). 
Self-presentation and signifiers such as the book by Poe, ambiguously signalled 
a queer difference these men recognised. In Frie’s terms, ‘the communication 
of love is nonverbal, or extralinguistic, and relies upon a prepositional form of 
understanding, which is also evident in metaphor’ (1997, p. 14). The prepositional 
status of understanding is highlighted by Frie’s contention that while group 
interactions constitute individuals, ‘the subject possesses a pre-reflective 
“being-familiar-with-itself” which can neither be derived from, nor reduced to 
the intersubjective relation’ (1997, p. 11). If an individual is aware of itself before 
group contact, Butler’s performativity offers one option for understanding how it 
is constituted. Frie’s (1997) and Howard Feather’s (2018 [2000]) emphasis on the 
significance of metaphor is linked to the indirect nature of visual and other forms 
of communication. I propose this ambiguity and the potential for misreading, 
explains Tennant’s reticence in the encounter described above. 
Intersubjectivity reconciles dualisms that have structured approaches such 
as psychoanalytic theory and constructionism, which include contrasting 
disciplinary attention to individuals/subjects/psyches and groups/materiality/
contexts. To overcome such divergence, cultural theory highlights ambiguity 
and incompleteness. Earlier social theories inflected with religious concepts 
proposed transcendental experience as a way to explain the incomprehensible 
gaps between subjectivity, self-knowledge and spatial context. In psychoanalytic 
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theory, intersubjectivity offers ‘a third position’, bridging the space between 
consciousness and unconsciousness to explain the knowledge required 
to negotiate the world as socially acquired (Benjamin, 1998, pp. xiv, xv). 
Phenomenological intersubjectivity stresses action as a type of knowledge, 
supplementing linguistic models that prioritise mastery of semantic 
categorisations or language techniques as necessary for understanding the self, 
others and world realities, including visual culture. Such discussions struggle to 
identify whether cultural objects precede their descriptions, or the reverse: ‘Action 
is not purely creative…[and] presupposes an incorporation of the tendencies of 
the social world in the form of routine and pre-reflexive forms of behaviour…[as] 
in Bourdieu’s idea of habitus’ (McNay, 1999, p. 188). The discursive turn in social 
theory precipitated by Foucault’s research and developed by Butler, rejects a pre-
discursive state and stresses that individuals are immersed in culture before they 
are conscious of it. 
I contend that Tennant, Messel and Whistler were intersubjectively linked in 
processes of mutual queer identity formation within shared social and spatial 
contexts, and that these factors guided their visual language. Shared experiences 
enabled these men and others to derive meaning from visual and other 
communication:
...the discursive power of circulated statements depends not on 
classification itself but the capacity to share amongst others the senses 
embedded in cultural practices, to draw them, intersubjectively, towards a 
discursive project.
(Feather, 2018 [2000], p. x)
Any ‘description means something because it taps into existing meanings’ 
(Feather, 2018 [2000], p. 1). As in my outline of Roland Barthes’ theories in 
Chapter Three, Feather (2018 [2000]) stresses that shared cultural understanding 
allows objects to communicate with precision but in non-literal ways through 
connotation and metaphor, which rely on existing cultural understandings and 
material in a genealogy of meaning. This supports my argument that Tennant, 
Messel and Whistler’s visual works can be understood as a queer language that 
gained meaning from and was constructed in relation to, other visual cultures and 
practitioners. Paul du Gay et al. stress that ‘belonging to a culture provides us 
with access to such shared frameworks or “maps” of meaning’ (1997, p. 9-10). 
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Those physically proximate and sharing comparable intersectional identity vectors 
of sexuality, ethnicity, class and geographical position for example, possessed 
the pre-eminent interpretive tools to read Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s visual 
language. At a broader level, shared culture directed wider public interpretations 
of these men and their works, based on familiarity with institutions, languages and 
politics. Such readings by diverse audiences were necessarily less precise than 
for the immediate coteries to which these men belonged. 
Theories of intersubjectivity support my proposal that Tennant, Messel 
and Whistler’s queer subjectivities can be read in their visual language. 
Intersubjectivity mediates between broad theoretical social structures and the 
intimacy of psychology, shaping my understanding of Tennant, Messel and 
Whistler as relational individuals in a social life comprised of multiple aggregated 
psyches. Discourses, institutions and social structures are constructed by lived 
practices and are derivative of individual expressions and psychic processes 
(Feather, 2018 [2000]). The relationality of these men was structured by their 
physical interactions within communities based around common need and shared 
adversity (Buber, 1992 [1906]). Understanding of, tolerance for and empathy with 
queer sexual and gender identities were significant features of Tennant, Messel 
and Whistler’s networks, as I detail in Chapter Six. My analysis is also shaped by 
theories that explain tension and conflict within groups as conducive to creativity 
(Buber, 1992 [1906]). This positions the visual language I identify as resulting 
from competition and disparity between each man’s capital assets, as well as 
their shared queer relationship to dominant heterosexist culture. Tennant, Messel 
and Whistler’s friendship conforms to an outline of optimal cultural creativity 
that stresses open communication and participant commitment to interpersonal 
dialogue that cuts across institutions, such as classed artistic canons (Buber, 
1992 [1906]). Intersubjectivity and the cultural creativity with which Martin Buber 
(1992 [1906]) links it, explains that subjects and their cultural objects constitute 
each other and are self-referential. As in the other theories I outline in this chapter, 
this prioritises cultural context as a determining factor of identity. Drawing on 
aspects of this model, I also follow Bourdieu’s concept of habitus, which admits 
the possibility of imaginative extension beyond the boundaries of lived experience 
in processes of self-formation and cultural production.
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I posit that the construction of queer identities within the social circles Tennant, 
Messel and Whistler participated, incorporated psychological and productive 
competition as a way of asserting individuality as well as group conformity. 
Cooper understands ‘collective and individual identities as mutually shaping each 
other’ and uses language common to Butler’s (1999 [1990]) research to explain 
that ‘social groups and communities police identity boundaries and provide 
opportunities for experimentation in sexual identities’ (2013, p. 115). Within this 
social structure, ‘individuals carry out [identity work] to reconcile or fit together 
different aspects of their identity’ and ‘reconcile their own identity with the 
individual and collective identities of others’ (Cooper, 2013, p. 38). Throughout 
processes of self-becoming within communities, an individual ‘navigates 
between the extremes of uncompromising individuality and total belonging’ 
(Bauman, 2005, p. 30). In research on intersubjectivity, the constitution of self 
in relation to other individuals has been framed either as a competitive struggle 
for domination or as ‘mutual recognition, according to which the other is not a 
limit but the condition for selfhood’ (Frie, 1997, p. 17). This offers one account 
for the different queer performances of each man. This intersubjective relation to 
communities is situated amidst a broader cultural map comparable to Bourdieu’s 
concept of habitus. I give specific examples of cultural identity templates outside 
interpersonal group experience in Chapter One.
Conclusion
Following my focus on queer history, sexology and biography in Chapter One, this 
chapter delineated theories by which I analyse Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s 
visual language and queer selfhoods as mutually constitutive within particular 
times, places and networks. Firstly, I examined Bourdieu’s concepts of fields, 
capital, taste and habitus, to situate their queer subjectivities and visual language 
as interlinked and shaped by their negotiations of cultural forces that preceded 
and restrained them. I forwarded the concept of queer habitus in order to explore 
the combination of social processes and individual authority, self-awareness and 
unconsciousness implicated in their practices and relationships with culture and 
diverse audiences. I identified different types of capital associated with each 
man’s position, focusing on cultural capital, the complexities of how value was 
attributed in interwar Britain and the interplay of their queer subjectivities with 
value systems. I followed this with an outline of the complex class distinctions 
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that structured interwar British culture, demonstrating differences between these 
men, highlighting the way class, queer subjectivity and other factors of identity 
intersected. I discussed Tennant, Messel and Whistler as other to hegemonic 
expectations of heterosexual masculinity and detailed the way effeminacy and 
camp have been significant to the way queer masculinities have been performed 
and received. In a related discussion, I outlined the closet, the open secret, 
shame and stigma as paradigms and themes important to the development of 
queer theory and my analysis. Finally, I discussed concepts significant to my 
understanding of these men as queer subjects constituted within and by cultures 
and communities. I outlined the development of queer theory, detailing theories of 
performativity, mimesis, symbolic interactionism and intersubjectivity. I highlighted 
the significance of supportive audiences and networks to the development 
of Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s identities and visual works by outlining the 
focus these theories give to extra-linguistic communication in processes of self-
construction. Complementing the social theories outlined in this chapter, Chapter 
Three examines theories associated with the interpretation of visual and material 
culture. The theoretical underpinning established in the first three chapters of this 
thesis shape my analysis of primary material in Chapters Four, Five and Six. 
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Introduction
Following my outline of queer histories, biography and visual culture in relation 
to identity formation, this chapter examines the theoretical frameworks and 
methods that direct my analysis of visual and material sources in the following 
chapters. I begin by exploring Foucault’s concept of discourse as a model 
by which I interpret Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s subjectivities as cultural 
constructions. Drawing on cultural studies research, I detail my use of discourse 
as a methodology that enables me to draw diverse materials and analytical 
perspectives together. I outline the intertextuality of sources and Foucault’s 
concept of discursive formations as the frameworks by which I develop readings 
of material and my argument for a queer visual language. I also address my 
position as a reflexive researcher and the contingencies of this thesis. In a related 
discussion, I move on to outline key theories of the gaze and identification as 
significant to my interpretation of the relationship between Tennant, Messel 
and Whistler’s works, audiences and their consumption of culture. I analyse 
selected depictions of people across the corpuses of these men to demonstrate 
my methods, developing interpretation which is extended with specificity in 
Chapter Four. I combine overlapping theories developed in relation to portraiture 
and photography, to examine the appeal of representing people, representing 
the self and of particular media. This includes a discussion of narcissism and 
present-past/present-absent temporality, which I connect to Tennant, Messel 
and Whistler’s queer subjectivities. This chapter ends by detailing the theoretical 
perspectives and protocols of material cultures research. These guide my analysis 
across traditional genre categories, directing my equal assessment of diverse 
materials and understanding of the mutually constitutive relationship between 
artefacts and their makers/consumers.
Chapter Three
Analysing Visual and Material Sources: Theories 
and Methods
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Identifying a Visual Language: Discourse as Method
Foucauldian thought directs my comparative analysis of Tennant, Messel and 
Whistler’s works and guides my understanding that together they constitute a 
queer visual language. Foucault’s research shapes my understanding that these 
men and their practices were constituted by and within discourses of power and 
knowledge embedded at all levels of social experience (Foucault, 2002 [1969] 
and 1998 [1976]). Such discourses produce what they claim to describe, as in 
the naming of the homosexual as a type of person, which I discuss in Chapter 
One. Within this framework, I make use of semiotic and psychoanalytic theories 
because these draw attention to the way visual culture and audiences operate 
and relate to each other. Guided by visual research methodologies, I also 
problematise these theories, understanding they are insufficient in themselves 
and draw them into Foucault’s framework of discourse (Hall, 2013; de Lauretis, 
1994; Silverman, 1992; Rose, 2016). 
Discourse ‘refers to groups of statements that structure the way a thing is 
thought, and the way we act on the basis of that thinking’ (Rose, 2016, p. 
187). Foucault’s conception of discourse informs my interpretation of Tennant, 
Messel and Whistler’s visual language as shaped in relation to discourses and 
counter discourses that structured how queer identities and practices could 
be performed, represented and understood in interwar Britain. Foucauldian 
understanding of discourse focuses on power structures, not simply as 
repressive, but as producing meaning and subjects. This informs my interpretation 
that discourses shaped Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s subjectivities, works and 
reception in interwar Britain, while slippages between discourses offered them 
opportunities to perform queer masculinities. Dominant strands of psychoanalytic 
theory posit identities as ‘universal – that is, they have a transhistorical status’ 
while privileging gender and the unconscious in processes of selfhood formation 
(Nixon, 2013, p. 316). In contrast, Foucault’s conception of discourse insists upon 
cultural and historic specificity. 
Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s works gain meaning as queer through the 
culturally and historically contingent comparisons and equivalences I identify 
(Hall, 2013). Their visual language is made up of intertextual relationships and 
representations, by which ‘meanings of any one discursive image or text depend 
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not only on that one text or image, but also on the meanings carried by other 
images and texts’ (Rose, 2016, p. 188). My analysis is shaped by research 
that defines representation as ‘the production of meaning through language’ 
and incorporates theories such as semiotics into Foucauldian frameworks 
of constructionism and discourse, which stress context (Hall, 2013, p. 2). I 
am informed by Roland Barthes’ (1957) semiotic theories, which depend on 
correspondences between objects, concepts, signs and signifiers that are 
denotative or connotative. I use a cultural studies framework to open up the rigid 
codes of semiotics and to stress the relationships between visual texts, cultural 
contexts and the way different meanings are produced by specific audiences at 
particular times. 
My focus on visual relationships builds on John Berger’s exposure of the way 
visual conventions can remain active across time within cultures because of their 
performative repetition and relationship to dominant discourses (Berger, 2008 
[1972]). Unlike Berger, I stress that the visual language I identify was/is differently 
legible as queer/non-queer, at different historical moments and to particular 
audiences. I assess interwar reception of Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s 
visual language, while my twenty-first-century queer readings demonstrate the 
retention of queer meaning across time. In making such readings I recuperate 
the queerness of Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s visual language from its original 
connotative ambiguity and from the losses sustained by historical changes in 
what constitutes queer subjectivities.
My examination of Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s lives and works is guided and 
situated by Foucault’s outline of the way histories are written and structured. 
Foucault described a shift from ‘total history’, which presupposes the possibility 
of ‘a system of homogeneous relations…[with] the same central core’ (2002 
[1969], p. 10). This has been supplanted by a ‘new history’ focused on 
discontinuities, which now mark ‘the limits of the process’ of historical research, 
which is understood as closer to an archaeological process (Foucault, 2002 
[1969], pp. 11, 9). Following this outline, my project identifies groups or series 
of relationships between works, lives and contexts, analysing ‘what interplay of 
correlation and dominance exists between them…what…elements may figure 
simultaneously’ (Foucault, 2002 [1969], p. 11). I select the ‘most representative 
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elements’ from corpora and identify ‘assignable features whose correlations are 
then studied’ to illuminate the characteristics of emergent groups (Foucault, 2002 
[1969], pp. 11, 12). This method ‘intersect[s]…other fields’ (p. 12), decentring 
claims to any total history and establishing discourses as the shaping forces that 
cut across traditional categorisations. 
My understanding of Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s visual language as queer, 
conscious and unconscious, disrupts the habit of totalising histories, which 
reconstitute traditions and construct narratives of continuity that ‘provide a 
privileged shelter for the sovereignty of consciousness’ (Foucault, 2002 [1969], p. 
13). Foucault later developed genealogy as an expansion of this archaeological 
theory of historical practice, building on Friedrich Nietzsche’s theory, which 
Foucault understood as transcendental (Kooperman, 2013). In contrast to 
Nietzsche’s focus on cultural origins as a means to unmask ideologies, Foucault’s 
genealogy investigates conditions of possibility by focusing on contingency, 
complexity and critique (ibid.). This historical methodology is rooted in real 
practices and ‘preserves a space for the potential universalizability of these 
conditions of possibility’ (Kooperman, 2013, p. 19). By analysing the works of 
three men against biographical, historical and geographical contexts, I claim 
no total history of queer visual culture, but maintain that the specificity of my 
research has a relationship to wider social discourses beyond these men and 
interwar Britain.
I understand Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s visual practices in Foucault’s terms 
of technologies of the self. In later writings and interviews Foucault shifted 
his attention from social institutions to the subject, developing the concept of 
technologies of the self, whereby selfhood is constituted through discursive 
practices (Foucault, 2002 [1969]; Nixon, 2013). Sean Nixon summarises that 
‘technologies or techniques of the self…are specific techniques or practices 
through which subject-positions are inhabited by individuals’ (2013, p. 317). 
In what I read as a critique of models such as Barthes’ semiotics, Foucault 
stated that ‘it is not just in the play of symbols that the subject is constituted. 
It is constituted in real practices. There is a technology of the constitution 
of the self which cuts across symbolic systems while using them’ (Foucault 
in Rabinow, 1991 [1984], p. 369). Foucault explained that practices, which 
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make up technologies of the self, become clustered as discursive formations, 
which expose themselves by regularities. This shapes my understanding of 
the correlations I find across Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s visual works and 
practices as discursively produced. The concept of technologies of the self 
‘underline…the way in which the body and mental capacities are the product 
of practices and not (necessarily) of forms of self-representation in either 
consciousness or the unconscious’ (Nixon, 2013, p. 318). As in the array of 
material I assess, this opens the way to link artefacts beyond the genre of 
portraiture/self-portraiture to the constitution of selfhood. Nixon summarises 
that ‘[a]t the heart of…practices of the self…are specific techniques of looking…
acquired acts of looking which cite and reiterate the ways of looking formally 
coded in…images’ (2013, p. 318). Nixon stresses reiteration, which I expand 
on in my discussion of performativity in Chapter Two. I investigate the gazes he 
identifies below. 
My argument that correlations across Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s works 
constitute a queer visual language, is one of multiple possible interpretations 
and I am directed by constructionist inflected theories, which understand 
that visual texts carry no essential signs or meanings (Hall, 2013). I similarly 
propose that there is no essential reception and that visual material can make 
multiple, simultaneous appeals, directed towards spectators with particular 
and diverse cultural competences (Evans and Gamman, 1995). In view of this 
and following Foucault’s stress on specificity, I focus on three men occupying 
a similar cultural context within a particular time frame. Discourse as a mode 
of analysis guides my understanding of Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s visual 
language as emerging from a series of contingent relationships to particular 
social conventions, which formed their identities and which they contributed to 
and resisted. The connections I identify are informed by Foucault’s explanation 
of the way discourses are articulated across multiple cultural texts, genres and 
sites (Rose, 2016; Nixon, 2013). I interpret visual regularities across traditional 
genre categorisations and between the corpuses of these men as relational and 
interlinked with contexts of production and reception, while being implicated 
in Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s identity formations. By deploying discourse 
as a method of analysis I examine Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s complex 
relationships to cultural conventions, rather than assume their passive compliance 
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with designated social models. This extends to my theoretical positioning of the 
appeals made by the visual culture they consumed and produced as ambiguous 
and open to counter readings.
The instability and constant construction of the self and the indirect nature 
of communication, contribute to the difficulty in defining discourse analysis 
methods. Discerning the regularities that make up discursive formations and the 
clusters these form, without presupposing their nature, necessarily means that 
observations and correlations are ‘emergent’ (Phillips and Hardy, 2002, p. 75). For 
this reason, discourse analysis has been described as a ‘craft skill’ developed 
from deep familiarity with the texts (Potter, 1996, p. 140). By identifying recurrent 
themes, analysing the signification and address of texts, I assess the structure 
and interrelationships of discursive statements (Rose, 2016). By examining 
Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s biographies, cultural contexts and practices, I 
propose the significance of queer subjectivity to these visual relationships. My 
analysis depends upon awareness of the way discourse operates at a level that 
presents itself as natural. As Foucault outlined:
...discourse…is really no more than the repressive presence of what it does 
not say; and this “not-said” is a hollow that undermines from within all that 
is said’ and ‘historical analysis of discourse…[is] a quest for the repetition 
of an origin that eludes determination…[and] sees it as the interpretation of 
“hearing” of an “already-said” that is at the same time a “not-said”. 
(Foucault, 2002 [1969], p. 28)
The historical discourses that contributed to the construction of Tennant, Messel 
and Whistler’s subjectivities, impelled queer identities to silence or ambiguous 
connotation. In a re-configuration of Foucault’s statements, my interrogation of 
the queer subjectivities and visual language produced by Tennant, Messel and 
Whistler make apparent what already existed. The emergent nature of this visual 
language through my analysis depends on the suspension of pre-conceptions 
(Tonkiss, 1998). I understand my role as a discourse analyst in light of Foucault’s 
statement that ‘all these syntheses that are accepted without question, must 
remain in suspense. They must not be rejected definitively of course, but the 
tranquillity with which they are accepted must be disturbed’ (2002 [1969], p. 
28). This suspension of prior knowledge is common to processes of analysis 
advocated by material cultures research, as below. 
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Comparative discourse analysis depends on the researcher-analyst as a catalyst 
and interpreter. This thesis is the product of the culture and time in which it 
is produced and my own subject position and cultural construction, making 
it unavoidably reflexive (Philips and Hardy, 2002). As Gillian Rose states, ‘any 
discourse analysis must implicitly constitute itself as constructed from the effects 
of language’ (2016, p. 194). I acknowledge here as in the introduction to this 
thesis, that as with all discourse analysis, my thesis constructs its own form 
of discourse, which may impact upon future readings of the works produced 
by Tennant, Messel and Whistler and their biographies. My interpretation and 
selection of texts is partial and dependent upon my individual ‘conceptual map’ 
(Hall, 2013, p. 4). I subscribe to Foucault’s statement on authorship: ‘Do not 
ask me who I am and do not ask me to remain the same’ (2002 [1969], p. 19). 
The constructionist and performativity models that guide my research propose 
the constant construction of selfhood and its limited intelligibility. Attempting to 
exhaustively describe my identity, with the implication it is static and knowable, 
in order that the reader better understand unavoidable contextual bias, is both 
impossible and contrary to the conceptual framing of this project. In addition, my 
comparative discourse analysis of Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s visual work ‘is 
not a way of saying that everyone else is wrong’ but offers an original reading to 
which others can respond (Foucault, 2002 [1969], p. 18).
Queer Subjectivities and Viewing Practices
I interpret Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s works as queer by drawing on feminist 
film theory and its use of psychoanalytic theories of the gaze. These theories give 
focus to visual texts that depict people, informing my analysis of these men as 
authors of visual culture as well as its subjects, while shaping my reading of their 
relationship to expected audiences and viewer reception of their works. Laura 
Mulvey (1975, 1989 [1981]) and other feminist film theorists drew on Jacques 
Lacan’s psychoanalytic theory. This differentiates the gaze from the perceptual 
nature of the look, which centres on the locus of the eye. For Lacan, ‘in the 
scoptic field, the gaze is outside’ (2004 [1973] p. 106). John Ellis summarises 
that ‘[t]he gaze implies a concentration of the spectator’s activity into that of 
looking’ as opposed to ‘the glance [which] implies that no extraordinary effort is 
being invested in the activity of looking’ (1982, p. 137-8). Drawing on Lacan, Kaja 
Silverman (1992) figures the alterity of the gaze as omnipresence. This resembles 
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Foucault’s (1991 [1977]) explanation of the way an imagined gaze can be induced 
by the organisation of space as a means of social control and in order to maintain 
dominant ideologies. This disembodied, imagined and omnipresent gaze has 
been linked to the self-scrutinising behaviours of queer people in private as well 
as public (Cook, 2014). Such an internalised antipathetic gaze is a condition 
of the closet discussed in Chapter Two. Drawing on these perspectives, I read 
Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s visual language as shaped by their individual 
responses to socially induced self-monitoring related to their queer subjectivities. 
I propose this was indirectly manifested in highly mediated performances/images, 
obsessive practices and the deflecting strategies of artificiality and fantasy, which 
I discuss in the following chapters.
Informed by this theoretical framework, I propose that processes of identification 
were significant to Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s consumption and production 
of culture and the reception of their works by other viewers. Such identifications, 
particularly of figurative works, include those predicated on an axis of 
identification with an image/character and desire for them, or in Freud’s terms, 
desire to have them (Fuss, 1995). I follow Kosofsky Sedgwick’s contention 
that, ‘to identify as must always include multiple processes of identification 
with’ (1994 [1990], p.61). I am guided by Teresa de Lauretis’ (1984) proposal 
that identifications can be oscillating (either/or), as well as simultaneous (both/
and). This offers spectators active and passive viewing positions, the ‘[d]esire 
for the other, and desire to be desired by the other’ (de Lauretis, 1984, p. 143). 
In her research on 1940s ‘women’s films’ Mary Ann Doane (1987) explored the 
premise that visual texts can invite spectators to inhabit the desire of a depicted 
character. Barbara Harlow (1991) extended these theories by highlighting the 
possibility of cross-identification, for example between dominant and oppressed 
groups. Building on these perspectives and Kobena Mercer’s (1991) research, 
José Esteban Muñoz (1999) coined disidentification as a process by which 
minority groups don’t necessarily conform to or refute invitations to identify with 
images, often re-forming and interpreting available culture according to their own 
priorities. Differently framed, bell hooks (1992) explained the potential pleasure 
of minority viewing from a perspective of distance. Similar to an anthropological 
gaze, this is ‘a theory of looking relations where…visual delight is the pleasure of 
interrogation’ (hooks, 1992, p. 126). 
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Queer viewers, like other minorities, are impelled to seek self-like representations, 
often by gazing illicitly, oppositionally or imaginatively, to support their identity 
construction (Hart, 2000; Evans and Gamman, 1995). I propose this impulse 
was significant to Tennant, Messel and Whistler because of the dearth of queer 
representation in mainstream interwar visual culture. I contend that these men 
would have experienced affirming identifications with available self-like queer 
representations but would have been alienated by the lack of address of the 
majority of visual culture, which confirmed their positions within a queer minority 
(Hart, 2000). Reversing this concept, I interpret the queer cultural references 
they made in their visual language as evidence of the self-like affirmation they 
sought. I propose that these men read through the necessary ambiguities of 
queer visual culture and gazed ‘illicitly’ because queer material and gazes were 
not encouraged in interwar Britain (Smelik, 2007, p. 499). As a type of illicit 
gazing, Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s voyeuristic gazes are evident in their 
preoccupation with other people, who in the real-unreal paradigm cannot look 
back. Tennant’s Lascar drawings are constructed from his voyeuristic viewpoint 
onto imagined scenes, for example. Not all voyeuristic gazes are queer but ‘queer 
audiences…are coerced into the position of the voyeur, as there is an expectation 
of absence, and yet there is a drive to continuously find representations of the 
self’ (Pullen, 2017, p. 43). I interpret the visual language these men produced as 
supplying identifications denied to them in their lived daily experience. Messel 
was commissioned to design costumes and sets for theatre and film productions 
with narratives frequently predicated on ostensibly heterosexual coupling, such 
as Romeo and Juliet (1936). I read such narratives of thwarted romance and 
societal intervention as analogous with queer experience and propose that 
Messel and other queer men read through the gender of central characters in a 
process of identification. I also read Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s differently 
inflected interests in portraiture as evidence of their search for affirming, self-like 
representations and foci for queer desiring gazes.
Following the cinematic focus of much gaze theory and to exemplify my 
application of its concepts throughout the following chapters, I propose that 
Tennant in particular identified with characters and actors I also read as queer. 
His scrapbooks contain press images of Rudolph Valentino, an actor Messel also 
kept an image of, which I discuss in Chapter Six. Valentino has been discussed 
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as embodying a challenge to conventional society, in view of his dance career 
and promotion of cosmetics, as well as his ethnicity and erotic appeal, all of 
which transgressed cultural ideals of masculine identity performance (Studlar, 
1996). I propose that Tennant identified with Valentino’s performance of dissident 
sexual and gender identity, and desired him along with audiences of women and 
other queer men. I interpret Tennant’s position as an audience in this case, in 
relation to Marita Sturken and Lisa Cartwright’s summary that ‘[i]n the process of 
interpellation…an image or media text can bring out in viewers an experience of 
being “hailed” in ways that do not always promote a sense of being exactly the 
subject for whom the message is intended’ (2009, p. 50). This draws attention 
to the way particular gazes are acknowledged and sanctioned, while others 
remain unacknowledged or illicit. This was recognised by late twentieth-century 
cultural studies research that newly exposed the way representations of men 
in advertising were directed towards both women and queer men (Dyer 1989 
[2000]; Neale, 1983). Active from 1934, the Hays Code censored Hollywood film 
content. However, before this period and in relation to British and continental 
film industries, I propose that queer film characters and performances were part 
of Tennant’s cultural consumption. Further, I contend that Tennant indirectly 
understood himself in line with a sanctioned audience of heteronormative women 
and as part of an unofficial target audience of queer men.
I propose that Valentino’s appeal to Tennant and Messel resided not only in his 
projection as an object of desire to women and queer men, but in his culturally 
gendered theatricality. Steve Neale (1983) theorised that the eroticism of male 
bodies in films has been historically repressed, denied or deflected, but that 
male homosexuality was often present as an undercurrent in mainstream 
films. Such latent queer masculinity offered queer viewers including Tennant, 
Messel and Whistler, a point of identification, viewing pleasure and/or a focus of 
desire. Drawing on Doane’s (1982) understanding of femininity as masquerade, 
Anneke Smelik explains that ‘the notion of spectacle has such strong feminine 
connotations that for a male performer to be put on display or to don a mask 
threatens his very masculinity’ (2007, p. 500). This echoes a paradox highlighted 
by Lacan in which excessive performances of normative masculine virility have 
‘the curious consequence of making virile display in the human being itself seem 
feminine’ (1977, p. 291). Spectacular performances of masculinity are open to 
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ridicule and imputations of homosexuality, which are related to my discussion of 
camp in Chapter Two (Pullen, 2017). In Chapter Four I draw comparisons between 
Tennant’s fancy dress and Valentino’s costumes, and examine Messel’s adoption 
of a Douglas Fairbanks costume. These examples support my contention that 
desire for/desire to be identifications overlapped with the appeal of performance 
to these men in line with its status as a culturally feminised activity.  
Fig. 3.2. Tennant, S. (1920s) Page from 
Tennant’s Scrapbook with Eight Images of Gloria 
Swanson. Tattered brown sugar paper pages 
now loose from any binding but with companion 
pages. Approximately 17 x 12 inches (43cm x 
30 cm). This page includes cut and pasted press 
clippings with notes indicating Swanson’s films 
including ‘Her Love Story’, ‘Wages of Virtue’ and 
‘Manhandled’. Photographed by Bench, P. 14th 
September 2015. Fakenham: Private collection 
of Viktor Wynd.
Fig. 3.3. Beaton, C. (1927/8) 
Stephen Tennant in his Silver 
Room with Bronze Bust of him 
by Jacob Epstein. Copyright of 
The Cecil Beaton Studio Archive 
at Sotheby’s. Published in The 
Contents of Wilsford Manor, 
Sotheby’s, October 1987, p. 161.
Fig. 3.1. Tennant, S. (1920s) Page from 
Tennant’s Scrapbook with Eight Images of Gloria 
Swanson. Tattered brown sugar paper pages 
now loose from any binding but with companion 
pages. Approximately 17 x 12 inches (43cm 
x 30 cm). This page includes cut and pasted 
press clippings with notes indicating Swanson’s 
films ‘Zaza’, ‘The Impossible Mrs. Bellew’ and 
an article caption indicating her potential role 
in Peter Pan. Photographed by Bench, P. 14th 
September 2015. Fakenham: Private collection 
of Viktor Wynd.
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I interpret Tennant’s collected and preserved images of women actors such as 
Gloria Swanson, as evidence of his identification with them (figs. 3.1 and 3.2). 
His scrapbooks reveal that he selected and organised images of glamorous 
women with closely comparable poses, which I propose he appropriated in 
his own comportment. This is exemplified by coherence between the pose 
of Jacob Epstein’s bust of Tennant, the organisation of Beaton’s photograph 
of Tennant posing with the sculpture (fig. 3.3) and an image of Swanson in 
Tennant’s scrapbook (fig. 3.2). The image of Swanson walking in figure 3.1 is 
also comparable to one of Tennant I discuss in Chapter Four (fig. 4.9), Tennant 
emulating the image of a movie star’s arrival for press attention. Swanson’s 
obituary states that ‘she made several fortunes by playing unhappy, grotesquely 
sophisticated women’, roles that ‘exploited Swanson’s eye-rolling, sexual 
amorality’ (Sigal, 2019). Viewing Swanson’s most famous film, Sunset Boulevard 
(1950), has been referred to as a ‘homosexual behaviour’ (Halperin, 2012, p. 28). 
I propose that Swanson’s theatricality, sexual assertiveness and economic 
independence appealed to Tennant as an identity of successful resistance to 
and transgression of, conventional gender ideals. These qualities are common 
to women characters in Tennant’s early unpublished fiction writing, which his 
biographer understands constitute dramatised self-portraits (Hoare, 1990). I 
propose that actors like Swanson and Valentino provided Tennant and other 
queer men with opportunities for multiple identifications and desires. These 
remained structured along the lines of an existing masculine/feminine binary, 
which ‘always equates masculine with hard/active and feminine with soft/passive’ 
(Kristeva, 1977, p. 37). This acknowledges the sustained significance of a social 
system predicated on gender difference and its inextricable links to visual culture. 
In view of this, I develop queer readings of figures that transgress such binary 
categorisations and Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s pleasure in viewing them.
Queer Identities, Portraiture and Depictions of People
I interpret portraits of Tennant, Messel and Whistler, their self-portraits and their 
depictions of other people, in relation to their queer subjectivities and historical 
western expectation that ‘all portraits engage in some way with the identity of 
the sitter represented’ (West, 2004, p. 29). Enlightenment thought, followed 
by humanism and later by psychoanalysis, posit a core inner-self, expressed 
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creatively or emerging unconsciously (Hall, 2014; Collis, 2014; Pointon, 2013). 
This shifted from earlier understandings and visual iterations, which focused on 
an individual’s relationship to a group category. These located distinguishing 
identity features in the body, dress and deportment of figures (West, 2004). I 
contend that Tennant, Messel and Whistler drew on both traditions, as part of 
their self-construction and exploration of their relationships to other people and 
their contexts. Tennant’s engagement with portraiture was largely as a sitter-
commissioner and drawn figures in his corpus are predominantly small-scale 
ink drawings of imagined characters, such as the sailors I discuss in Chapter 
Four. Messel and Whistler produced works cohering to conventional definitions 
of portraiture predicated on individuated subjects and the assumption that sitter 
identity is communicated. Both these men also produced figurative works shaped 
by western practices and traditions of life drawing. 
 
    
Fig. 3.4. Whistler, R. (1937) Portrait of 
Caroline Paget. Oil paint on canvas. 16 x 
18 inches (40.5 x 46 cm). Photographed 
by Bench, P. 12th June 2017. New Bond 
Street, London: Sotheby’s. 
Fig. 3.5. Messel, O. (c. 1922) Self-Portrait. Oil paint on canvas. 13 3/4 x 11 3/4 inches 
(35 x 30 cm). Photographed by Bench, P. 10th April 2018. West Sussex: Nymans.
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Portraiture, life drawing and nudes are commonly read as an index of the artist-
sitter encounter and the moment of creation (Collis, 2014). I contend Messel 
and Whistler negotiated this differently in relation to their respective queer 
subjectivities. The pristine surfaces of Whistler’s early paintings obfuscate 
readings of his hand in their production, imposing a distance exacerbated by 
the unreal, often cartoon-like quality of some of the figures he represented (fig. 
3.4). He modified this style to one that biographers describe as impressionistic in 
some works of the 1930s, while his 1940s paintings of soldiers are anchored in a 
realism uncommon in his early works, which prioritised fantasy. Messel’s painting 
techniques were reasonably consistent throughout his life. Many of his painted 
and drawn portraits are characterised by dash-like brush strokes and feathery 
mark-making (fig. 3.5). Thomas Gainsborough deployed similar techniques and 
painted Messel’s ancestors, suggesting one artistic influence. Such marks call 
attention to his authorship and the moment of a painting or drawing’s creation 
(Bryson, 1983). Eleonora Luciano and Carol Christensen interpret such brushwork 
by Gainsborough as expressing ‘nervous tension’ (2013, p. 241). This correlates 
with Messel’s characterisation in interwar press, including by his friend Beverley 
Nichols, who described him as ‘very excitable’ and unable to ‘sit still’ (The 
Passing Show, 31st July 1937).
Messel and Whistler both produced formal portraits of people within their classed 
network, which draw on the painting traditions of a prior generation, including 
queer artists such as Philpot and John Singer Sargent, who I discuss in Chapter 
Six. In addition to Philpot’s significance in Messel’s artistic development, I 
propose he occupied the role of a queer mentor. Close relationships between 
Messel’s paintings and photographs in his albums, indicate that he used 
photographs of sitters as references for paintings. This recalls his grandfather 
Edward Linley Sambourne’s use of photography as an aid to produce illustrations 
for Punch. Messel posed for such photographs as a child (Castle, 1986). Messel’s 
photographs of sitters relate to specific painted portraits but do not preclude 
interpretation that Messel also drew/painted from life. Such photographs also 
evidence his one-to-one encounter with sitters. I have not uncovered evidence 
that Whistler used photography to produce paintings and from my assessment of 
his corpus and in line with his biography, I understand that his preference was to 
sketch and paint from his observation, memory and imagination. 
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I stress the encounter between artist and sitter because I read many of Messel 
and Whistler’s figurative works and portraits as evidence of interaction that 
‘heightens awareness of a person’s living presence’ (Collis, 2014, p. 132). I 
propose that on particular occasions, the intense observation of the artist on 
their subject offered Messel opportunities for queer desiring gazes. By contrast I 
posit that the potentially loaded artist-sitter relationship was fraught for Whistler 
in relation to his queer subjectivity. Multiple commentators draw attention to 
Whistler’s early method of observing life models but then turning from them to 
draw from memory (Whistler, 1985). As Nikki Frater highlights, this ‘strong visual 
recall…becomes one of the elements used in the construction of Whistler’s 
identity as a...superhuman artist’ (2014, p. 28). In addition, I interpret this method 
as Whistler interposing distance in between himself and his subject/model. I 
interpret this as his bashfulness induced by the sexual confusion his biographers 
indicate, and in relation to his fear of exposure as queer. I develop this reading 
in relation to the later artist Keith Vaughan, who ‘agonised over his [homosexual] 
desires and their possible legibility in his paintings’ (Barlow, 2017, p. 17), as well 
as against Olivier’s understanding that Whistler did not want to be thought of as 
a homosexual (Middleboe, 1989). I propose that popular knowledge of Freudian 
thought impacted upon Whistler’s conception that his queer subjectivity would 
emerge and be read in his paintings. As a proximate example of this discourse on 
sexual identity, Tennant is recorded as reading René Guyon’s Sex Life and Ethics 
(1933), which Anna Thomasson describes as ‘a Freudian psychoanalytical study 
Fig. 3.6. Whistler, R. (c. 1930s). 
A Nude Study of Lady Caroline 
Paget on a Bed. Oil paint on 
canvas. 7 x 8 1/2 inches (18 
x 21.5 cm). National Trust 
accession number 1176328. 
Photographed by Bench, P. 
6th June 2018. Anglesey: Plas 
Newydd. 
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of sexual phenomena, psychological development, repression and neurosis’ 
(2015, p. 322). Thomasson links the frustrations of Whistler’s relationship with 
Caroline Paget to the failure of his painting (fig. 3.6):
It is perhaps no coincidence that a nude portrait he painted of Caroline 
is his weakest painting. In it she sprawls on the bed in Rex’s studio, her 
pose awkward; the crumpled sheets around her are better realized than her 
body.
(Thomasson, 2015, p. 321)
Thomasson follows this with description of Whistler’s attention to the life model: 
‘[f]or Rex, as far as women were concerned, obliquity was invariably better 
than reality’ (2015, p. 322). Thomasson genders the life model but I deduce that 
several nude drawings of both men and women in his corpus are Whistler’s life 
studies made at the Slade. Situated in the context of his relationship with Paget, 
I also read Thomasson’s analysis as hinting at a queer reading. Drawing on these 
perspectives and my analysis of his broader corpus, I propose that Whistler’s 
artistic struggle to represent the human form and convey the identity of his 
sitters was most acute in his portraits of women with whom he was romantically 
connected and nude models with their suggestion of sexuality. By contrast, his 
portrait of Lord Berners (fig. 3.7) is a tender and fully realised depiction of a queer 
male friend whose gaze does not return Whistler’s/the viewer’s and is secure in its 
distance from readings of romance or sexuality. 
 
Fig. 3.7. Whistler, R. (1929) Gerald 
Tyrwhitt-Wilson, 14th Baron Berners 
[Lord Berners]. Oil paint on artist 
board. 15 7/8 x 13 inches (40.2 
x 32.9 cm). Viewed in person in 
gallery storage. Gallery ref. NPG 
5050. London: National Portrait 







In comparison with Whistler, I interpret Messel’s portraits and figurative works as 
evidence of his less conflicted relationship with his queer subjectivity and desires, 
and his less inhibited, empathetic interest in the identity of his sitters. I read this 
in his adept handling and focus on sitter’s faces, which have traditionally been 
read as the locus of identity (Hall, 2014). This contrasts with Whistler’s tendency 
to depict a greater portion of his subjects’ bodies and minimise them within their 
environments. Unlike many of Whistler’s figurative works, Messel’s drawings 
and paintings of people suggest his bond with his models/sitters. I read them as 
evidence of ‘the deep-seated human ability and longing to relate to one another...
through the depiction of the human form’ (Collis, 2014, p. 32). In figure 3.8 I also 
read homoeroticism in Messel’s close attention to both the front and back view of 
the naked torso of a male model. This diptych was owned by queer poet Edward 
James and I propose that the decorative motifs that surround the depicted model 
supply a classical narrative as an alibi for both Messel and James’ visual pleasure 
in gazing on the subject’s body. I relate this pair of large-scale drawings with their 
black male subject and prop-like accessories and motifs, to my discussion of 
Fig. 3.8. Messel, O. (c. mid-1930s) Two Black Men Dressed as Neptune and a Triton. Charcoal, 
crayon and pastel on buff paper, in carved wooden frames probably designed by Rex Whistler. 
38 1/4 x 28 1/2 inches (97.2 x 72.4 cm) each. Viewed in person at Christies and West Dean 
where they currently reside. Accessed 30th July 2020 at <https://www.christies.com/PDF/
catalog/2016/CKS13765_SaleCat.pdf>
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Féral Benga in Chapter Four. It is possible that Benga was the model for figure 
3.8, while its suggestion of maritime allegory supports my argument in Chapters 
Five and Six that Neptune characters and shell motifs are features of Tennant, 
Messel and Whistler’s queer visual language. The artworks of figure 3.8 are 
mounted in decorative frames thought to be designed by Whistler. This offers one 
example indicating their respective interests in creating what I read in combination 
as a queer cultural text.  
Portraits historically provided space for discourses that ran parallel to, but offered 
different articulations from, dominant cultural rhetoric (Pointon, 2013). Drawing on 
this outline, I propose that Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s portraiture practices 
and particularly their appearance in portraits and self-portraits, offered them ways 
to resist the pathologised queer identities of medical science and the negative 
representation of queer men in press reports (Houlbrook, 2005). By stressing their 
individuality and adopting multiple self-presentational strategies documented 
in portraiture, I contend that these men undermined potential readings of their 
identities as typical of a category, such as the unitary identity of the homosexual. 
I examine portraits of these men as evidence of their negotiation of social 
categories and simultaneously as their resistance to convention and their ability 
to ‘remake themselves…in order to maintain their disguised condition’ (Hall, 
2014, p. 238). I propose that Tennant, Messel and Whistler exploited portraiture’s 
association with authentic identity, a linkage that persists despite viewer 
understanding of a portrait as an artistic construction (Pointon, 2013; West, 2004). 
This type of reception is akin to the suspension of disbelief required of a theatre 
audience. Throughout the following chapters I highlight theatrical motifs in the 
visual language I identify but here also propose that these men invited reception 
and positioned audiences in a model of theatre performance/viewing. As men 
made conscious of their queer difference in daily life, I propose that Tennant, 
Messel and Whistler intuited the constructed and contingent nature of identities 
and perceived realities. As a consequence, I assert that they were drawn to visual 
culture and practices that stressed alternative possibilities and relationships to 
reality and with which they could accede a control unavailable to them in their 
daily experience. 
I contend that Tennant was particularly drawn to the contradictions implicit in the 
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nature of photography. Photography’s long-standing association with concepts 
of veracity and authenticity conveyed a level of credence on highly orchestrated 
photographic portraits of Tennant and his self-presentation in fantasy personas 
(Tagg, 1993 [1988]; Wells, 2015; Peirce, 2012 [1902]). I situate Tennant, Messel 
and Whistler’s visual language in relation to David Mellor’s (1980) rare overview of 
British interwar photography, which highlights an opposition in contemporaneous 
discourse between styles and practices he describes as ‘pictorial’ and ‘straight’. 
Straight photography does not imply sexual identity but indicates a non-
interventionist stance that prioritises themes of purported objectivity. This could 
take the form of sensitised paper techniques resulting in abstract images but also 
included the anthropological gaze of mass observation projects and reportage 
practices. In Mellor’s (1980) assessment, straight photography was opposed 
in interwar discourse with the directorial approach of pictorial styles, as found 
in fashion photography. Interwar pictorial photography advertised the image’s 
artificiality by the use of props and techniques such as altering negatives. 
I read photographic portraits of all three men and Tennant in particular, as 
evidence of their preference for a pictorial style, which was gendered as 
feminine in line with its relationship to fashion. Informed by the tensions of the 
discourse Mellor (1980) highlights, I propose that Tennant’s preference for highly 
mediated photographic portraits indicated a form of queer resistance to the 
fallacy of objectivity, which was culturally aligned with hegemonic masculinity. 
This gendering is echoed by feminist scholars who drew attention to ‘the ways 
that objectivity is linked with masculinity’ (McElhinny, 2017, p. 158), whilst 
developments in the constructionist theories I follow, have rejected objectivity 
as a possibility. In the interwar years, I posit that masculinity and its yoking to 
photographic practices and discourses that stressed objectivity, shaped Tennant’s 
visual choices and positioned them as cross-gendered and oppositional to 
dominant masculinist discourse.
I read instances of Messel’s mask making practices, portraits of him wearing 
masks and their use in theatre productions, as contributing to critical satires 
on bourgeois society, which as I outline in Chapter One has been significant in 
marginalising queer men. James Hall (2014) highlights that the constructed nature 
of portraits, and by implication identities, was stressed by the recurrent motif 
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Fig. 3.9. Probably Beaton, C. (1932) 
Oliver Messel in Costume at Cecil 
Beaton’s Party at Ashcombe. Gelatin 
silver print cut and pasted into Anne 
Messel’s album. Approximately 10 x 8 
inches (25.4 x 20.32 cm). Page includes 
the note ‘Oliver and his [unintelligible] 
figure’ ‘His dame at Cecil Beaton’s 
Party at Ashcombe on Nov 6th 1932’. 
Photographed by Bench, P. 22nd June 
2018. Birr Castle, County Offaly, Ireland: 
Archive of Anne Parsons, Countess 
of Rosse, neé Messel, previously 
Armstrong-Jones.
of masks in paintings and photography of the interwar years. Masks became a 
signature of Messel’s practice and mask making was important in the initiation 
of his friendship with Whistler (Castle, 1986). Masks feature in his costume 
designs, portrait photographs of him by Beaton, his own fancy dress and press 
photographs of his studio interior. They predominantly resemble recognisable 
human faces, indicate archetypes or stereotypes and were often rendered 
comical or menacing by their exaggerated and fixed expressions. I interpret 
Messel’s costume in figure 3.9 as part of his visual language of masking and as 
mocking bourgeois fears of a stereotype of the lascivious male dancer. Interwar 
press reports characterised Valentino as threatening to bourgeois values in 
linkage to his early work as a dance tutor at so-called tango teas (Studlar, 1996). 
Messel’s masks were used to menacing effect in the scene Dance Little Lady 
from Noël Coward’s revue This Year of Grace (1928) (fig. 3.10). In this scene a 
woman dancer is threateningly surrounded by figures wearing Messel’s masks. 
The masks’ artificiality supports the song’s lyric, ‘you’re living in a world of lies’. 
This scene is conventionally read as a critique of Bright Young People hedonism 
(Castle, 1986; Barlow, 2017). In addition, I read it as critical commentary on 
bourgeois morality and its association with compulsory heterosexuality. I relate 
the scene’s nightmarish construction to the fears and repressions of the queer 
closet. As a critique of bourgeois heteronormativity, it relates to my interpretation 
of Whistler’s drawing Labour and the Idle Rich (fig. 4.16), discussed in Chapter 
Four.
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I situate Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s creation and consumption of 
representations of themselves against historical discourse that linked narcissism 
to homosexuality, gendered it as feminine/effeminate and connected it to 
particular visual motifs and public figures. From its origin in Greek myth, 
narcissism is linked to the queerness of Narcissus’ male suitor, male beauty, 
a mirroring pool and a futile love that ends in death. The location of the myth, 
Mount Helicon, is linked to Apollo whom I discuss in Chapter Five. This mountain 
was ‘the symbolic centre of the arts’, reiterating a cultural linkage between queer 
men, narcissism and artistic pursuit (Simpson, 1994, p. 96). This connection is 
supported by the number of queer artists represented in the exhibition Narcissus 
Reflected, which also drew comparisons between Narcissus and Ophelia (Lomas, 
2011). Rather than self-love, ‘Narcissus’ ignorance of himself…ended his life’ 
(Simpson, 1994, p. 97). Although Narcissus gazed upon his representation not 
his real self, the concept of narcissism as self-love or love of the same, has been 
an important western cultural narrative. It has been linked to queer subjectivity 
because the purported circuit of self-love denies the necessity of the heterosexual 
other (Simpson, 1994). As in the reception of self-portraiture, the Narcissus myth 
indicates the close cultural relationship between self-image and self-knowledge. 
Wilde’s development of the Narcissus myth in his poem The Disciple (1894) 
culturally associates narcissism with particular imagery and his place in queer 
history. In The Disciple Wilde gives voice to the pool in the myth, who describes 
that ‘in the mirror of his [Narcissus’] eyes I saw ever my own beauty’ (Wilde, 2000 
[1894], p. 567). This disrupts narcissistic solipsism by introducing reciprocity 
Fig. 3.10. Unknown (c. 1928) 
Dancers in ‘Dance Little Lady’, 
from the Revue ‘This Year 
of Grace’, by Noel Coward. 
Published in Castle, C. (1986, 
pp. 46-47). I believe the central 
dancer is Laurie Devine and that 
she is incorrectly identified as 
Tilly Losch by Castle.
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and ‘points up…the confusion and slippage between homo-desire and self-love’ 
without refuting it (Simpson, 1994, p. 97). In another poem by Wilde, Panthea, 
the flower ‘narcissus wantonly / Kisses the wind’. This elemental personification 
infused with desire is common to Tennant’s poem Orion Above Old Thorn Tree 
and its first person description of the wind caressing his body. Wilde’s works 
and identity are interwoven with the history of sexology and psychoanalysis that 
defined and explained male homosexuality. Havelock Ellis was the first to link 
narcissism with homosexuality and made explicit reference to Wilde in his essays 
on sexual inversion (Bruhm, 2001; Bredbeck, 1994, p. 57). Freud’s development 
of concepts of narcissism reinforced discourse that categorised homosexuality 
as resulting from disturbance of correct libidinal development. His research 
constructed a binary of narcissistic self-self against anaclitic self-other cathexes. 
In Freud’s writing:
...this division…becomes the basis for an implicit hierarchization of 
cathexes. Narcissistic cathexis becomes associated with “perverts and 
homosexuals,” while the association between anaclitic cathexis and the 
mother links it to reproductive heterosexuality…The anaclitic/narcissistic 
binary becomes a master trope that replicates and grounds the sexual 
binary of heterosexual/homosexual and the gender binary of man/woman.
(Bredbeck, 1994, p. 60, quoting Freud’s On Narcissism, 1914)
As in Chapter One and above, Tennant, Messel and Whistler were aware of Wilde 
and were likely exposed to concepts of sexology and psychoanalysis. I propose 
their self-understanding as queer and therefore narcissistic in this cultural 
context, contributed to their visual language. This is most obvious in their use of 
mirrors and pools, but narcissism’s mythological origins are also echoed in their 
predilection for pastoral landscape, as detailed in Chapter Five.
This iconography of queer narcissism features in a series of photographs of an 
unidentified model posing with a mirror that Messel kept in a personal album 
(fig. 3.11). Additionally, I link the young man’s pose, with his hair carefully spread 
on the mirror, as a cross-gendered enactment of Ophelia’s death, the character 
from Shakespeare’s Hamlet, famously painted by John Everett Millais (1851-52). 
This feminine and poetic death pose is also evident in Tennant’s performance 
for a homemade film and his planned self-characterisation for Beaton’s camera, 
discussed in Chapters Four (fig. 4.29) and Five (fig. 5.17). Figure 3.11 records 
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Fig. 3.11. Unknown (c. 1936) Series of 
Photographs Depicting Unknown Blonde 
Man with a Mirror and a Mask. Gelatin 
silver contact prints pasted onto album 
page. Individual prints approximately 2 
3/8 x 2 3/8 inches (6 x 6 cm). In album 
labelled ‘Oliver in Hollywood – Romeo and 
Juliet’. The page has nine contact prints 
of this size. Rowland Leigh is pictured 
seated. Photographed by Bench, P. 24th 
April 2018. Bristol: Oliver Messel Archive: 
Theatre Collection at The University of 
Bristol.
an improvised costume that includes what I interpret as one of Messel’s masks. 
Unlike the menacing masks of Dance Little Lady, whose fixed expressions and 
gaping mouths are generalised and repetitive, I interpret the mask in figure 3.11 
as a sympathetic rendering of black African features. I situate it in relation to 
sensitive portraits of black sitters in Messel’s corpus and the position of black 
performers in interwar western theatre, which I discuss in Chapter Four. I have 
identified the seated figure in the photographs as librettist and writer Rowland 
Leigh. A large portrait photograph of Leigh, with an affectionate inscription to 
Messel, is preserved in Messel’s archive. Leigh worked on Charles B. Cochran’s 
1930 Revue along with Messel. 
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I read figure 3.11 as recording queer male relationships and creative play with the 
tropes of narcissism and theatricality, which relate to a history of homosexuality 
and the instability of identities. I develop this reading in view of Messel and 
Leigh’s romantic friendship, the intimacy suggested by Leigh and the blonde man 
sharing a cigarette light, the presence of other men but no women in the wider 
series from which I have selected these three photographs and the queer desiring 
gaze of the camera/photographer on the young man’s body (fig. 3.11). Messel is 
present in proximate photographs in the same album, directing my interpretation 
that he is not the photographer responsible for figure 3.11, although his camera 
may have been used. Other photographs in his archive include portrait snapshots 
of Messel and other men holding cameras. This reinforces the sense in which 
multiple men in this group took photographs as part of a social experience and 
later circulated prints within their network. I interpret Messel’s preservation of 
the photographs in figure 3.11 as evidence that he valued these images and the 
memory of the encounter. I also analyse this occasion and the visual language 
I identify across Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s corpuses in relation to Richard 
Pine’s (1988) understanding of the close relationship between queer identity 
formation and visual culture within a paradigm of narcissism:
love of self leads to love of others when the self’s preoccupations (or 
aesthetic values) are identified in the other or excited by the other; love of 
art is the result of mutual preoccupation, where each partner perceived 
the other as his or her alter-ego and art is seen as both the context which 
created them and the fruit of their association...[important in this formula is] 
recognition of otherness in the aesthete and the art. 
(Pine, 1988, p. 30)
Informed by Lacan’s theories, I interpret Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s self-
portraits as evidence of their narcissism and their attempts to revisit the childhood 
moment of joyful or traumatic apparent self-knowledge. Further, I propose that 
their engagement with self-portraiture and this narcissistic process demonstrates 
their efforts to occlude the interstice of their disavowed queer identities. Lacan’s 
psychoanalytic theory of the mirror phase developed theories of narcissism 
and identification. It proposes a process whereby an infant first sees itself in a 
mirror, misrecognising itself as an autonomous ideal other in a traumatic rupture, 
splitting the self from self-image (2004 [1973]). Identity in this theory is constituted 
through a relation to the world external to the embodied self and by internalising 
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a facsimile of the self, which exists on the surface of a mirror. Lacan revised his 
initial theory to explain that these processes of identification continue to form 
selfhood throughout an individual’s life. As in understandings of voyeurism, the 
concept of mirror phase emphasises the incompleteness of the subject-image 
relationship: ‘the infant first experiences the joy of seeing itself as complete, and 
imagines itself to be more adult, more fully formed, perfect, than it really is…the 
self is constructed in a moment of recognition and misrecognition’ (Creed, 2000, 
p. 78). I contend that queer subjects including Tennant, Messel and Whistler 
consciously or unconsciously recognise this incompleteness and relate it to the 
ambiguity that characterises queer identities in hostile societies. I propose this 
emerged in their free play with identity performances, which also exposed their 
instability.
Photographs and paintings are associated with particular temporalities, which I 
contend contributed to their appeal to Tennant, Messel and Whistler in relation 
to their queer subjectivities. As tangible objects, photographs are present but 
invite viewers to look at what is necessarily in the past. Portraits of any kind are 
prognostic, produced for future consumption (Pointon, 2013), but transcend time 
by their status as lasting records (West, 2004). I interpret the way Tennant, Messel 
and Whistler produced, consumed and preserved portraiture, as differently 
skewed to heteronormative bourgeois conventions, in which portraits recorded 
events such as marriages, cemented familial bonds and acted as memorials 
(Wells, 2015). I read Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s portraiture and self-
portraiture, as evidence of their attempts to cement and record queer affective 
bonds in the absence of heteronormative relationships and rites of passage. 
This is amply indicated in Messel’s corpus, as in figure 3.11. I contend that 
portraiture’s status as ‘stimulus to memory’ offered these men an insurance policy 
for posterity in the absence of progeny (West, 2004, p. 65). The honorific quality 
of portraits render their portraits as declarations of identity, which contributed to 
Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s development during their lifetimes and directed 
their future recognition and reception. I read the abundance of documentation 
and portraiture in their corpuses as indicating their engagement with this function.
In light of this present-past temporality, portraiture in general and photography 
in particular, have inspired theoretical exploration of themes of loss and death 
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(Sontag, 2008 [1971]; Barthes, 1993 [1980]; Metz, 1985). These themes have also 
been culturally linked to queer subjectivity (Edelman, 2004). While I argue that 
paintings and photographs exist on a past-present axis, this melancholic linkage 
has been understood as a feature by which photographs differ from traditional 
art objects. Photography fails to ‘create eternity, as art does, it embalms time, 
rescuing it simply from its proper corruption’ (Bazin, 1967, p. 241). Drawing on 
this theory, I read Whistler’s preference for painting in locations already attached 
to historical continuity such as historic houses, as demonstrating his wish to be 
remembered in future time. The photographic snapshot, by contrast, has been 
described as ‘an instantaneous abduction of the object out of the world into 
another world, into another kind of time…The photographic take is immediate and 
definitive, like death’ (Metz, 1985, p. 84). Barthes’ Camera Lucida (1993 [1980]) 
expands on this relationship as the spectre of death and mourning projected 
onto a photograph. Themes of temporality, absence-presence, death, loss and 
romantic melancholy, figure particularly in Tennant and Whistler’s works, which 
I discuss as queer pathos in Chapter Five. Drawing on Sontag’s (2008 [1971]) 
proposal of the talismanic function of photographs, I interpret the copious 
snapshots in Messel’s albums as his attempt to fix and record moments of his life 
and experience in a defence against his mortality. 
In my analysis of Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s visual language, I draw these 
understandings of temporality together with theories of queer time. Queer 
time denotes the way queer experience often doesn’t keep pace with, or fails 
to accomplish, the social milestones of heteronormative expectation, such as 
marriage and childbearing (Halberstam, 2005; Edelman, 2004). Kathryn Bond 
Stockton (2009) argues that:
The protogay child has only appeared through an act of retrospection…
For this queer child, whatever its conscious grasp of itself, has not been 
able to present itself according to the category “gay” or “homosexual” – 
categories culturally deemed too adult, since they are sexual, though we 
do presume every child to be straight.
(Bond Stockton, 2009, p. 6)
She explains that ‘the effect for the child who already feels queer…is an 
asynchronous self-relation…the designation “homosexual child”…may finally, 
retrospectively, be applied [in maturity]’ (Bond Stockton, 2009, p. 6-7). This 
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underscores the way in which Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s queer identities 
could only ever partially emerge. It indicates a lack and ambiguity theorists 
have also recognised in photography and which I propose contributed to the 
appeal of this medium to these men in a process of their identification with its 
qualities. Drawing on Marshall McLuhan’s (1994 [1964]) theory that ‘the medium 
is the message’, I read photographs in Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s corpuses 
in relation to their metaphorical potential as material that points to an absent-
present identity. This quality of photographs also frustrates attempts at any direct 
interpretation, stressing an ambiguity I propose these men intuited and exploited 
for the purposes of queer expression (Kriebel, 2007; Burgin, 1982).
Material Cultures: Perspectives and Methods
I draw on material cultures perspectives and protocols in my analysis because 
they allow artefacts to ‘be used actively as evidence rather than passively as 
illustrations’ (Prown, 1982, p. 1). This contrasts to the biographical nature of most 
existing texts on Tennant, Messel and Whistler and is one of my project’s key 
claims to originality. I interpret historical artefacts as access points to their past 
functions, providing a ‘bridge between the present and the past’ (Attfield, 2000, 
p. 79). I problematised such a connection to the past as indirect but maintain 
a stance that the choices Tennant, Messel and Whistler made in selecting, 
organising and creating objects, related to their sexual subjectivities. As a ‘super 
category’ material culture provides the framework to consolidate diverse material 
and cut across traditional boundaries of object classification (Buchli, 2002, p. 3). 
The artefacts I analyse include drawings, photographs, paintings, murals, letters, 
diaries, poetry, sketchbooks and clothing. Material cultures research supports the 
interdisciplinarity of this thesis, because it ‘is effectively an intervention within and 
between disciplines; translations from one realm into another’ (Buchli, 2002, p. 
13). 
Accounting for materiality enables me to link artefacts to Tennant, Messel and 
Whistler’s queer subjectivities, challenging existing archival categorisations. In this 
way, analysis of objects offers ‘possible worlds and views that are increasingly 
silenced, overlooked and forgotten’, such as those related to historical discourses 
on queer male identities (Buchli, 2002, p. 19). Material culture is ambivalently 
distinguished from the raw materials of nature by its link to human activity 
112
(Prown, 1982; Attfield, 2000). Research in this field progressed from a focus 
upon the production/producer of objects, to acknowledging the significance 
of consumption/use. This diversifies my attention to material associated with 
these men beyond works they made, whilst I highlight the gradations between 
such ostensibly polarised distinctions. For example, Messel designed costumes 
for theatre productions, which were manufactured by other people. He also re-
appropriated some of these for personal fancy dress, which was documented in 
photographs. 
The broad consensus of material cultures studies that objects and people are 
mutually constitutive through processes of production, consumption and use, 
directs my interpretation that Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s queer subjectivities 
were entwined with their visual culture (Miller, 1998; Schiffer, 1999; Kwint, 1999; 
Attfield, 2000; Buchli, 2002). Daniel Miller states that ‘consumption...expresses 
and resolves...aspects of identity’ (1998, p. 17). Further, ‘the relationship 
between them [objects and people] is dialectical’ (Kwint, 1999, p. 4). This 
guides my understanding that objects are implicated in the negotiation between 
intersectional aspects of identity, of which sexuality is one factor. The subject-
object dialectic helps to form ‘individual and group identities’ (Schiffer, 1999, p. 
6). This supports my reading of the significance of mask making and a poetry 
book in one example of queer bonding, discussed in Chapter One, and my outline 
of intersubjectivity in Chapter Two. Viewing artefacts as implicated in processes 
of self and group constitution, impacts upon my understanding of their function 
and legibility as queer within particular social networks and the wider world. 
Material cultures approaches developed from the protocols of archaeology and 
ethnography but their flexibility offers me ways to reappraise Tennant, Messel 
and Whistler who are historical but well documented subjects. Material cultures 
studies posit an alternative to the traditional ontological assumptions of the 
social sciences, which have privileged interpersonal exchanges over person-
object interactions or have relied on linguistic models that treat objects as signs 
rather than addressing their materiality (Schiffer, 1999; Kwint, 1999). I draw these 
perspectives together, examining evidence of interpersonal exchanges, visual 
signification and the materiality of artefacts.
My methods of assessing material produced and used by Tennant, Messel and 
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Whistler draw on Jules Prown’s research, which helped to establish and define 
material cultures studies in the early 1980s. Prown’s sequential and discrete 
procedure of description, deduction and speculation forms the basis of my 
analytical process. The descriptive stage plumbs an object as a data source, 
striving for the suspension of the analyst’s inevitable cultural bias. This focuses 
attention upon an object’s materiality and the analyst’s multisensory experience 
of it (Prown, 1982; Schiffer, 1999). For example, a diary may be considered in 
terms of its size, the colour of the paper and ink and the weight of its paper, as 
well as the content of its passages. It also places artefacts on a level plane of 
research value, a letter receiving the same attention as a mural. This redresses 
current imbalances in the cultural regard with which each man’s corpus is held as 
well as the volume of material each contains. I follow Prown’s (1982) advocacy 
of bias recognition in this analytical procedure, as well as his statement that ‘it is 
unnecessary to ignore what one knows and feign innocence for the appearance 
of objectivity’ (Prown, 1982, p. 9). 
The following stages of Prown’s procedure draw attention to the impact of space 
and time on my analysis and admit contextual knowledge. The interim phase 
of deduction allows for the empathetic reconnection of the investigator to the 
artefact. The objects I examine are not always available to handle and the means 
of recording onsite analysis have been restricted. For example, artworks held in 
private collections may reside in domestic settings and be glazed, limiting my 
view and sensory experience of the work. Such conditions illustrate occasions 
in which imaginative engagement with artefacts is necessary. Imagination is 
also significant in deducing an object’s historical use and construction. Whilst 
paintings invite readings of pictorial content, as above, I analyse their material 
features such as painterly gestures, for insights into production methods. 
Analysing the materiality of photographs elicits deductions about how they 
were consumed and valued by their owners, as well as what genre category 
they occupy. This stresses their status as objects, in opposition to Barthes’ 
(1977 [1967]) theory that photographs are subordinate to their referent. The 
final speculative phase of analysis draws free-flowing cultural associations 
into dialogue with the observations of previous stages and external contextual 
information. It is specific to my experiences as the investigator and the moment 
and space in which assessment occurs. These spaces are diverse and include 
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institutional, domestic and commercial archives, collections and exhibitions.
By using the protocols of material cultures research in tandem with biographical 
analysis and within the theoretical framework I outline, I challenge and contribute 
to existing historiography. For example, I identify the inexpensive materials 
and makeshift quality of the head-dress in figure 3.12, which coheres with 
biographical commentary that praises Messel’s skills as a maker, stresses his 
hands-on involvement and ability to make low grade materials into objects of 
value. This narrative authenticates objects by stressing Messel’s hand in their 
construction and implies his humble character, both in his direct participation 
and in line with the materials. Building on such existing commentary and 
developing my outline above that the medium of source material is significant, 
I propose that Messel’s ability to recognise the qualities of low value materials 
and refashion them, is related to his queer subjectivity. As in figure 3.12, Messel’s 
professional work often prioritised visual effect over prior attributions of material 
value. I contend that this ability is related to his understanding of his own socially 
devalued queer identity as a performance that could be moulded to redirect its 
reception as valuable by manipulating appearances. This positions Messel’s 
relationship to such materials as an identification and relates to my discussion of 
anthropomorphism in Chapter Six.
Fig. 3.12. Messel, O. (1937) Head-dress for Titania in Shakespeare’s play ‘A 
Midsummer Night’s Dream’, performed at the Old Vic. Mixed haberdashery materials, 
wire and cellophane. 19 1/4 inches (49 cm) circumference, 5 inches (12.5 cm) high. 
Museum ref. S.507-2006. Photographed by Bench, P. 9th May 2018. London: Victoria 
and Albert Museum, Blythe House.
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Material cultures methods offer me ways to understand artefacts on the basis of 
maker or consumer intention, whilst supporting my understanding that Tennant, 
Messel and Whistler’s identities and visual language developed mutually through 
conscious and unconscious processes. This approach delineates a scale between 
the highly aestheticised/artistic and the utilitarian (Prown, 1982), or the mundane 
and the designed (Attfield, 2000). I do not attribute cultural value to works but this 
method offers a further means of estimating audience reception of material based 
on popular assumptions that ‘the commonplace…is much less deliberate than the 
self-conscious process of “design”’ (Attfield, 2000, p.89). Art objects are material 
culture but pictorial items constitute ‘a large and special category within artifacts 
because their inevitable aesthetic…dimensions make them direct and often overt 
or intentional expressions of cultural belief’ (Prown, 1982, p.2). The art object 
differs from the mundane because it is ‘an artistic sign in and of itself rather than 
a communicative sign relating to some outside function’ (Prown, 1982, p.16). This 
account directs my reading that Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s artistic works 
were/are forms of deliberate communication. Artistic works are open to slippages 
between the artist’s intentions and viewer interpretation (Prown, 1982). The style 
of objects I assess is significant to the visual language I identify because style ‘is 
a potent cultural indicator’ of the originating society and the artist/owner/producer 
(Prown, 1982, p.14). This opens the possibility of a queer style, while style itself is 
a visual discourse associated with queerness, as I discuss in Chapter Six. 
By deducing maker/user intentions I link evidence of visual communication with 
particular object categories and specific audiences. Letters written by Tennant 
to a friend, stand in contrast to the theatrical work produced by Messel. Though 
different in media and genre, queer expression in a letter is associated with 
presumption about the intimacy of its reading, whilst the exaggerated, semi-
public display of theatre designs mitigate and legitimise an equally queer style. 
My selection of artefacts is predicated upon their ‘value as vehicles of meaning’, 
and their ‘dynamic qualities in negotiating issues of identity and social change’ 
(Attfield, 2000, p.75). The categorisation of objects prior to my analysis relates 
to the lives of these men, biographical records and the circumscriptions of 
institutions, stakeholders and collectors. My selection emerged from the 
breadth of available material and developed in relation to existing ways it has 
been organised. For example, the Victoria and Albert Museum’s collection of 
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costumes, photographs and drawings associated with Messel’s work on the film 
Romeo and Juliet (1936) offers me a circuit of associated works that bridges 
multiple genres. This is useful in assessing Messel’s visual style across diverse 
media and practices. I also make selections informed by my own observations 
and previously documented relationships between the corpuses of these men. 
Both strategies are predicated on foreknowledge. The total corpus of material 
is constantly destabilised by the emergence of new sources in a sustained flux 
characteristic of inductive methodologies. This is illustrated by the dispersed 
nature of Tennant’s work, which emerges and is sold on the art market. In 
organising my research analyses, speculation has been necessary at initial stages, 
allowing a framework to emerge that enables more focused analysis to follow.
My selection of material inevitably prioritises one entity over another, incurring 
a loss (Buchli, 2002). The losses of selection are mirrored by the concept of 
‘aesthetic damage’, which suggests that ‘an analytical approach breaks down 
the complexity of a work of art into simple categories and in so doing destroys 
the aesthetic experience irretrievably’ (Prown, 1982, p.13). Whilst engaging with 
the framework of Prown’s procedure, I remain alert to the aesthetic experience 
of encounters with material. The collections and individual objects I analyse are 
also marked by my interpretation of queerness, which repositions and reclassifies 
material for subsequent researchers. Such losses to prior understandings and 
categorisations are part of research and are outweighed by productive shifts 
in how material is regarded. The primary research material I analyse has also 
been subject to change, loss and waste in its temporal journey from origination 
to my analysis. This indicates loss and change in the meanings associated with 
material, its purpose/use and the audiences who view it, as well as physical 
signs of decay or detrition. The function of a sketchbook intended for private 
creative development is wasted in these terms of use when it is repositioned 
within a public archive. This highlights the way archival categorising systems 
have a bearing on assumptions about producer/user intention and other ways of 
reading objects. Only by acknowledging its categorised status as a sketchbook 
can the loss of its meaning as such be understood. Cognisant of this, I bring 
the contemporary position of material into dialogue with its creator/user and 
its position in interwar Britain, through critical engagement supported by 
biographical commentary and historical research.
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Conclusion
Building on the historical and theoretical framework established in Chapters 
One and Two, this chapter began by detailing the way I deploy Foucault’s theory 
of discourse as a concept by which I understand the construction of Tennant, 
Messel and Whistler’s identities and structure my methodology. Drawing on 
cultural studies research, I outlined the way discourse theory enables me to draw 
multiple analytical methods into a framework that stresses historical and cultural 
specificity. I examined research that interrogates representation, focusing on 
theories of intertextuality in line with Foucault’s concept of discursive formations. 
This provides the theoretical underpinning of my methods and argument that 
coherences in Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s visual culture constitute a queer 
visual language. I investigated theories of the gaze and identification, which 
shape my analysis of the way Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s identities and works 
were received and the ways that they and other audiences were/are positioned in 
relation to visual texts. I examined the significance of representations of people 
to these men and the interplay of queer subjectivity in their creation, reception 
and consumption of such images. I expanded on themes of narcissism and 
present-past temporality, which have been attached to particular types of visual 
texts, drawing parallels with the way queer subjectivities have been understood 
and characterised. I detailed how material cultures research informs my analytic 
procedures and investigated the significance of objects to the construction 
of identities and as evidence of this process. I reflected on my position as a 
researcher and detailed the way I draw on material cultures research in order to 
cut across traditional genre categorisations, analyse diverse material and avoid 
attributing value. This is the final chapter to focus on the theoretical underpinning 
of my research, which directs my analysis of primary material in Chapters Four, 
Five and Six, which examine people, outdoor spaces and interiors respectively. 
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Introduction 
This is the first of three chapters that analyse primary research material by 
drawing on the theoretical perspectives established in Chapters One, Two and 
Three. I begin by examining the dressed appearance of Tennant, Messel and 
Whistler in daily life, giving focus to Tennant and Whistler’s early friendship 
and appearance. I examine the self-presentation of these men, highlighting 
the significance of gender performance and particular spaces with associated 
audiences. I analyse and link personal photographs, commissioned photographic 
portraits, painted portraits and press photographs alongside life writing, interwar 
journalistic commentary and biographical sources. This enables me to gauge 
the interwar reception of these men and outline the construction of particular 
historiographical narratives. I then analyse Tennant and Whistler’s drawn 
representations of people, proposing these as evidence of their interest in queer 
archetypes and narratives, which are situated by my historical outline in Chapter 
One. I move on to examine Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s fancy dress and 
costume practices, giving an intertextual comparative analysis of photographic 
representations, drawings, press cuttings and garments. I expand on the 
importance of historical styles to the interwar queer visual language of all three 
men and by focusing on Messel’s corpus, I link personal queer presentation to 
professional work. This chapter ends by comparing the ways Tennant, Messel and 
Whistler presented their undressed bodies. I argue that a number of different but 
related queer presentational strategies co-existed for these men in the interwar 
years. I explore the interplay between visual culture, queer relationships and 
intersubjective identity development. As part of this investigation, I provide new 
readings of overlooked material in Messel’s corpus. 
Queer Negotiations: Gender and Dress Conventions
Style and dress are a gendered discourse in western culture, which has been  
shaped by the understanding that:




Fig. 4.1. Unknown (1924) 
Stephen Tennant, Mrs Trussler 
(Tennant’s Nanny) and Rex 
Whistler in the Piazza del 
Duomo, Milan. Published in 
Cecil, H. and Cecil, M. (2012, 
p. 27), who caption it as 
recording a trip to Paris, which 
I propose is incorrect.
...style counts as feminine and substance as masculine, since masculinity 
is fundamentally concerned with the true content of things, whereas 
femininity is concerned with frivolous matters such as appearance. 
(Halperin, 2012, p. 326)
Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s self-presentation strategies, their engagement 
with fashion and commentary on their lives are framed by cultural discourse in 
which ‘any habit or practice or attitude or interest that our culture defines as 
unmasculine’ is often considered feminine (Halperin, 2012, p. 315). Fred Davis 
proposes that, ‘dress…comes easily to serve as a kind of visual metaphor for 
identity and…for registering the culturally anchored ambivalences that resonate 
within and among identities’ (1992, p. 25). Following Davis (1992), I understand 
Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s dressed presentation as one of the ways these 
men attempted to express and reconcile multiple intersectional identities in 
negotiation with cultural ideals and standards (Eicher and Evenson, 2015). I 
contend that visual culture gendered as feminine in interwar Britain was important 
to these men as ‘a means…[to] assert a particular, non-standard, anti-social 
way of being, feeling, and behaving…at odds with…traditional heterosexual 
masculinity’ (Halperin, 2012, p. 318).
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I argue that figure 4.1 and Whistler’s related letters to Tennant, evidence the 
importance of dressed presentation to these men, their desire to perform 
non-standard masculinity and their collaborative planning of complementary 
dress styles for particular expected audiences. Ahead of a European trip together, 
Whistler wrote to Tennant in order to plan the clothes and accessories he wanted 
to take in relation to Tennant’s projected outfits. He explained that he was having 
garments dyed and detailed vivid colours including ‘scarlet’, ‘jade’ and ‘magenta’ 
(Whistler to Tennant, October 1924). This correspondence demonstrates that 
their choices were deliberate and relational, shaped by their understanding 
that they would be received as a complementary pair. I propose that Whistler’s 
enjoyment of colourful attire was a strategy by which he indicated his alterity from 
and resistance to, dominant masculine ideals and conventions. Evidencing his 
cognisance of the way bright colours were culturally gendered, on 13th October 
1924 Whistler wrote to Tennant describing groups of Slade students as ‘artistic 
ladies…peppered sparsely with the more sombre hues of diligent & intimidated 
males’. On 15th May 1925 he wrote to Tennant, describing ‘brightly overall’d 
[sic], reclining ladies’. I argue that wearing bright colours offered Whistler a way 
to perform an ambiguously queer identity that resisted conventional masculine 
presentation, but that he understood this was less transgressive than wearing 
women’s clothes.
Following this European holiday Whistler wrote to Ronald Fuller that ‘Napier 
[Stephen] Tennant and I spent a good deal of our time strolling, curiously attired, 
in the Rue de Rivoli [in Paris], the cynosure (or so we hoped!) for all eyes!’ 
(Whistler to Fuller, 31st October 1924; Whistler, 1985, p. 74). This description 
contrasts to biographical narrative that constructs Tennant in particular as 
oblivious to his public reception (Hoare, 1990). Tennant and Whistler’s ‘individual 
appearance…[did] not exist in the absolute sense but relates to a specific 
cultural situation’, including their complementarity and the audiences associated 
with particular spaces (Eicher and Evenson, 2015, p. 301). I interpret Whistler’s 
comment as demonstrating both men’s comprehension of the boundaries of 
possibility for their dressed presentation and their desire to make a combined 
visual impact in Paris. Potvin (2020) contends that interwar discourse and design 
historiography constructed Paris as feminine, in view of its promotion as a centre 
of fashion and commodity culture. Paris was also noted for its artistic and queer 
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Fig. 4.2. Unknown (1927) Rex 
Whistler, Edith Oliver, Zita 
Jungman, Stephen Tennant and 
Cecil Beaton in Saint-Jean-Cap-
Ferrat. Published in Thomasson, 
A. (2015, plate 8) and in reverse 
mirror image in Hoare, P. (1990, 
between pages 80 and 81). 
Fig. 4.3. Tennant, S. (1920s) Page from Stephen 
Tennant’s Scrapbook. Tattered brown sugar 
paper pages now loose from any binding but 
with companion pages. Approximately 17 x 12 
inches (43cm x 30 cm). The page includes two 
cut and pasted images of Rudolph Valentino. 
One has Tennant’s ink note ‘Rudolf [sic] in “The 
[sic] Sainted Devil”’ (a film of 1924) in top right 
corner. Another of Valentino in military uniform 
is labelled ‘Rudolf in “The Eagle”’ (a film of 
1925). The page includes an image labelled in 
ink ‘HRH [Edward] The Prince of Wales’. The 
Prince wears plus-fours and holds a golf club. 
At the top of the page is a small image labelled 
‘Agnes Ayres’ in ink. Photographed by Bench, 
P. 14th September 2015. Fakenham: Private 
collection of Viktor Wynd.
communities in the period. 
In advance of the trip Whistler wrote to Tennant explaining that ‘a cloak’ was 
beyond the boundaries of permissibility (October, 1924). The garment, not the 
colours determined possibilities here, indicating that on this trip Tennant and 
Whistler could experiment with styles of available men’s dress to audiences 
away from home, but not adopt garment categories outside social expectations. 
Whistler moderated his public self-presentation but drew a cloaked figure on the 
frontispiece of his 1924 sketchbook, suggesting his imaginative engagement 
with a theatrical identity through drawing practice in a semi-private context in the 
same period.
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I propose that Whistler enjoyed styles that were modish but sufficiently 
unconventional. This is demonstrated by the ensemble he wears in figure 4.1, 
which matches his description to Fuller of ‘strange little felt hats over one eye & 
plus-fours!’ (Whistler to Fuller, 31st October 1924; Whistler, 1985, p. 74). Tension 
between the social value of fashion and its feminising potential is expressed 
in Laurence Whistler’s commentary on this narrative, which is shaped by the 
aesthete/athlete binary I detail in Chapter One. He states that Whistler’s ‘recent 
friends of the West Herts Rugby XV, now discarded and forgotten, might have 
felt uneasy [at his attire]’ (Whistler, 1985, p. 73). Laurence later states that plus-
fours were ‘a new fashion, not favoured by Rex for very long’ (1985, p. 74). This 
is contradicted by a photograph of Whistler wearing plus-fours in Saint-Jean-
Cap-Ferrat in 1927, an image stressing his preference in contrast to Tennant and 
Beaton’s long trousers (fig. 4.2). Plus-fours were made fashionable by interwar 
enthusiasm for outdoor sports associated with countryside locations (Boyer, 
2014, p. 22). In the context of sport, Elizabeth Owen explains that ‘bright colours 
and pronounced patterns were acceptable when it was an advantage to be seen’ 
(1993, p. 35). By re-contextualising countryside sports garments in urban centres 
Tennant and Whistler purposefully invited a different kind of attention. Wearing 
plus-fours also associated Whistler with the Prince of Wales, who was an arbiter 
of fashion, demonstrated unconventional leisure-class masculinity and offered an 
alibi for wearing such garments (fig. 4.3). The modishness and quality of Tennant 
and Whistler’s garments marked them as different but were also attributes valued 
by dominant culture. This contrasts with Quentin Crisp’s contemporaneous 
uncompromising self-presentation, which rendered him a target for abuse. Crisp 
also lacked the well-resourced networks available to Tennant and Whistler (Crisp, 
2007 [1968]).  
I argue that Tennant and Whistler’s exchange of fashion commodities 
consolidated their affective and social bonds (Appadurai, 1988; Otnes and 
Beltramini, 1996). During a stay at Wilsford, Whistler wrote that:
Stephen gave me a most lovely brown silk scarf (which he had let me 
choose) with my…monogram…he also gave me a pair of leather top boots, 
which he had brought from Madeira…My present to S…was…[a] painting 
of ‘Henry Brocken & Prince Ennui’, by me.
(Whistler diary entry, Easter Sunday 3rd April 1926)
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Fig. 4.4. Whistler, R. (c. 
1933) Self-Portrait. Oil paint 
on canvas. 16 x 15 1/2 
inches (40.6 x 36.8 cm). On 
permanent display at Tate 
Britain outside the entrance 
to the Whistler restaurant with 
his murals, a space formerly 
understood as a refreshment 
room in the interwar years. 
It was bequeathed to the 
gallery by Edith Olivier in 1948. 
Viewed in person. Gallery ref. 




Fig. 4.5. Whistler, R. (undated) Self-
Portrait. Photograph of oil painting. 
Original painting measures 14 x 10 
inches (35.56 x 25.4 cm), details drawn 
from catalogue raisonné (Whistler and 
Fuller, 1960, p. 30). This photograph 
has verso note in black ink: ‘Rex 
Whistler, Himself 14 x 10 offered 44/55, 
Ref. 8033’ with gallery ink stamp 
stating 1955, the year it was offered 
but not purchased by the gallery. 
Photographed by Bench, P. 12th 
September 2017. London: National 
Portrait Gallery.
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Whistler wears a red-brown scarf tied as a cravat in his 1933 self-portrait (fig. 4.4) 
and in his self-portrait as a gardener/caretaker in his Plas Newydd Mural (1936-
38), suggesting the sustained importance of this or a similar scarf to his 
self-image. The cravat is emblematic of dandyism because of its association 
with George ‘Beau’ Brummell. A further self-portrait by Whistler (fig. 4.5), 
illustrates closer alignment to Brummell’s cravat style (Kelly, 2005). This painting 
remains untraced and has consequently evaded critical attention. Extending my 
discussion in Chapter One, Adam Geczy and Vicki Karaminas describe dandyism 
as a queer style practiced by ‘Brummell and [Lord] Byron [who] were inclined 
toward deviant behaviour’ (2013, p. 59). Elizabeth Wilson summarises that while 
dandies engaged in heterosexual practices, ‘dandyism came to be associated 
with eroticism outside conventions of marriage, even homosexuality’ (2007, 
p. 97). The queerness of this style is located historically in line with Foucault’s 
periodisation of sexuality: ‘It is of no great coincidence that when it [dandyism] 
reached its height in the fin de siècle, homosexuality had come out as a social 
ailment’ (Geczy and Karaminas, 2013, p. 59). 
Wilson expands that the dandy ‘imposes himself upon society by means not of 
power but of beauty and personality…divorced from traditional social relations’ 
(2007, p. 97). I propose this performance and social strategy is comparable 
to that explored in queer author Willa Cather’s short story Paul’s Case (1905). 
Tennant communicated with Cather and I contend that this narrative supplied 
him with an idealised model and self-like character of identification, who rather 
than moderating his queer self-performance, convinced his audiences into 
acceptance. Ellen Moers (1960) identified the dandy’s links to literary cultures 
and figures, especially Charles Baudelaire. Whistler carefully wrote and illustrated 
Baudelaire’s poems L’Horloge and Harmonie du Soir in his 1924 sketchbook. 
These poems explore an experience of time in theatrical, dream-like language. 
Their imagery is similar to that of Henry Brocken (1904), the novel by Walter 
de la Mare whose eponymous character meets Prince Ennui, the subject of 
Whistler’s gift to Tennant. I link this to Whistler’s characterisation of Tennant and 
Tennant’s own presentation as other fictional princes. Whistler painted Tennant 
as Crown Prince Etienne of Epicurania in his 1926 Tate mural and Tennant was 
photographed as Prince Charming, which I discuss below.
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Although several incarnations of dandy and aesthete identities have been 
historically distinguished (Breward, 2000), they are characterised by assertions of 
taste that combine previously separated signifiers and appropriate undervalued 
styles. Description of Whistler’s presentation at the Slade includes similar 
contradictions. He adopted conventions of middle-class dress, such as ‘a proper 
suit’ and ‘an attaché case’ but this ‘contained a book of poetry’ and he ‘liked 
rich and unusual colours in shirts and ties and pullovers’ (Whistler, 1985, pp. 
54, 55). I contend this presentation intentionally blurred signification of class, 
sexual identity and profession, in a strategy by which Whistler marked himself as 
different among the limited number of sombrely dressed male Slade students he 
described. I argue that Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s dressed appearances were 
dynamic and relational to expected viewers, a complexity I also understand in 
light of Shaun Cole’s statement that: 
Prior to gay liberation, observers frequently commented on the seeming 
inconsistencies of gay men’s behaviour. At times they seemed fully manly, 
while at other times, among themselves, in the safety of the gay bar or 
party, they could become outrageously effeminate.
(Cole, 2000, p. 65)
I propose that Tennant, Messel and Whistler didn’t adhere to any single 
presentational regime but were attracted to multiple features of dandy and 
aesthete style because they offered an alternative to middle-class interwar 
masculine conventions. Inconsistencies in their presentation, like the challenge 
posed by dandies (Shapiro, 1988), exposed the instability of all identity categories 
by demonstrating that their signifiers could be combined, exchanged and 
re-contextualised. I contend this rendered these men ambiguously as fashionable 
and/or artistic, but also suspicious in a social system that valorised fixed and 
legible gender and class identities. 
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Records of Whistler’s self-presentation have worked to diminish imputations of 
queer subjectivity, while also inciting speculation. In figure 4.6 Whistler is pictured 
in his studio wearing a countryside-casual ensemble of corduroy trousers, open-
necked checked shirt and suede shoes. Stressing its significance to Whistler in 
the 1930s and indicating its red-brown colour, Whistler represented the same or 
a similar shirt in a self-portrait two years earlier (fig. 4.7). Owen’s analysis of figure 
4.6 outlines a history in which corduroy trousers were regarded as rural workwear 
but by the 1930s had become popular with middle-class consumers and accrued 
‘artistic and intellectual connotations’ (1993, p. 124). Laurence Whistler describes 
Whistler’s early caricatures of Slade students as ‘men slate-blue in the jowl, with 
concertina-corduroys and dejected toe-nails’ (1985, p. 55). This recalls Edward 
Carpenter’s presentation, which broadly established sandals as a signifier of 
bohemian queer identity. Although I have not discovered caricatures matching this 
description, its proposal of a satire on artistic dress in youth includes the trousers 
Whistler adopted later in life (fig. 4.6). 
Fig. 4.6. Coster, H. (1936) Rex Whistler. 
Half-plate film negative. Approximately 10 x 8 
inches (25.4 x 20.32 cm). One of a series by 
the photographer. Also published in Owen, 
E. (1993, p. 124). Gallery ref. NPG x12292. 
Photographed by Bench, P. 12th September 
2017. London: National Portrait Gallery.
Fig. 4.7. Whistler, R. (c. 1934) Rex Whistler. Oil 
paint on canvas. 14 1/2 x 10 1/4 inches (36.8 
x 26 cm). Viewed in person in gallery storage. 
Gallery ref. NPG 4124. London: National 




Owen uses figure 4.6 as evidence that ‘with his artist’s eye for colour and 
line, Whistler chose his clothes with interest and care, but never indulged in 
the flamboyance and cultivation of self-image of his friends Stephen Tennant 
and Cecil Beaton’ (1993, p. 124). This denial is contradicted by numerous 
photographic and written examples of Whistler’s flamboyant dress. I read Owen’s 
divorcing of Whistler from his queer friends as directed by Whistler’s brother. Her 
letters seeking Laurence’s approval for her text remain in Whistler’s archive and 
I deduce that she draws her analysis from Whistler’s biography. Owen quotes 
a passage that emphasises Whistler’s modesty and class position: ‘he had the 
formal clothes of a gentleman but only five or six well-made suits’ (Whistler, 1985, 
pp. 175-6). She attempts to distance Whistler from the taint of queer subjectivity 
by stating that ‘suede shoes, once of dubious taste, had now become acceptable 
for informal wear’ (Owen, 1993, p. 124). Owen’s denial of queer associations 
paradoxically draws attention to such shoes as signifiers of queer identity. Crisp 
recalled of the 1920s that ‘[t]o wear suede shoes was to be under suspicion’ 
(2007 [1968]). Shaun Cole states that ‘in Britain in the 1930s suede shoes were 
a sign of deviancy’ (2000, p. 61). Queer men wanting to avoid hostile reception 
didn’t wear ‘[a]nything that might hint at effeminacy, such as suede shoes’ 
(Gardiner, 1992, p. 17). Discussing his homosexuality during the interwar period, a 
participant in Kevin Porter and Jeffrey Weeks’ oral history research explained that 
‘I became known as the man who wore suede shoes’ and that one of his ‘alibis’ 
or ‘cover stories’ was that he ‘was an artist’ (1991, p. 62). 
I contend that Tennant, Messel and Whistler wore suits in negotiation with their 
signification of normative masculine authority, which they manipulated, subverted, 
used as a cover and enjoyed. Contravening suit conventions refuted dominant 
performances of masculinity and risked imputations of queer sexuality in a culture 
that conflated performances of gender with sexuality. Suits allowed Tennant, 
Messel and Whistler to be received and constituted as men in a society for which 
‘masculinity represents…a central cultural value’ (Halperin, 2012, p. 333). Their 
early deviation from dress norms was defined against the established sober 
colours and straight cuts of suits worn by most British men in the 1920s (Cole, 
2000; Boyer, 2014). Their levels of conformity fluctuated according to locale, 
occasion and across the interwar period as they and social mores changed. 
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Messel’s adoption of conventional menswear evidences his ability and desire to 
move within professional and public spheres that demanded normative gender 
and class performances, even if the presence of queer subjectivity was an open 
secret, as in Hollywood or theatre coteries (fig. 4.8) (Russo, 1987; Clum, 1999). 
I propose that in figure 4.8 Messel maintained sartorial and gender conventions 
as a public ‘front’ (Goffman, 1990 [1959], p. 32). Established vestimentary 
codes existed for all men, were linked to class and were regulated on particular 
occasions. For example, Whistler’s diary relates that as a result of forgetting 
his shirt collars for a stay at Wilsford and in order to dress for dinner, he had to 
borrow Tennant’s collar and secure it with a valet’s assistance (1st April 1926).  I 
establish a queer reading of figure 4.8 not in relation to the garments represented 
but by identifying the men pictured, who include Messel and queer designer Orry 
Kelly. My interpretation is supported by the context of these men in Hollywood 
and the position of the photograph in Messel’s album amid evidence of other 
queer men and networks.  
Fig. 4.8. Unknown (c. 1936) 
Oliver Messel at a Social 
Function. Gelatin silver print. 
Approximately 6 x 8 inches 
(15.24 x 20.32 cm). Loose 
photograph with verso 
note in ink: ‘Ory [Sic] Kelly, 
me & Howard Green’ and 
‘Hollywood’ in pencil. With 
Messel’s Hollywood album. 
Photographed by Bench, P. 
24th April 2018. Bristol: Oliver 
Messel Archive, Theatre 
Collection at The University of 
Bristol.
129
Fig. 4.9. Unknown (c. 1927) Stephen 
Tennant, Probably at Saint-Jean-Cap-
Ferrat. Unidentified press clipping pasted 
into album. This small image is captioned 
‘The Hon. Stephen Tennant, Lady Grey of 
Fallodon’s younger son, writes as well as 
he draws and paints’. It shares a magazine 
page with his mother Lady Grey at Saint-
Jean-Cap-Ferrat and other titled women. 
Cecil Beaton’s Press Books, vol. 1 Museum 
Number ADD B/1 1986. Photographed by 
Bench, P. 29th July 2015. London: Victoria 
and Albert Museum, Blythe House.
Tennant’s preference for double-breasted jackets and wide trousers (fig. 4.9) pre-
dates similar styling made popular by the Prince of Wales’ adoption of Frederick 
Scholte’s drape cut (Boyer, 2014). Unusual in his early adoption of styles and 
exaggeration of features such as shirt collars (fig. 4.9), Tennant articulated his 
queer otherness in the gendered persona of a fashion arbiter. Alice Friedman 
interprets ‘high-waisted pants, [and] a jacket with wide lapels’ as signifying 
queerness in cinematic characterisation by the 1940s (2019, p. 97). This dress 
strategy was open to Tennant, whose clothes were made to order. In a postcard 
to Beaton, Tennant stated ‘my new suits (all copied from yours!) are dreams - the 
whole of Paris “gasps” at me’ (19th November, 1929). This extends my argument 
that dress was part of this queer coterie’s shared culture and evidences Tennant’s 
desire to associate himself with the position of fashion leader, a description 
pertinent to Beaton by this time. This informs my discussion of alignments 
between queer identities and modernity in Chapter Six. Tennant’s comments 
also echo Whistler’s overblown description of their reception in Paris, discussed 
above. 
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Stretching the limits of permissible presentation, figure 4.10 evidences Tennant’s 
accessorising of his large-collared shirt and formal tie with an oversized hat. 
Figures 4.11 and 4.12 represent a comparable hat with pink stripes that was 
purchased at the 1987 Wilsford auction. In addition to the colour of the hat in 
figures 4.11 and 4.12,  I interpret both hats as womenswear accessories similar 
to that documented in Jacques-Henri Lartigue’s photographs of his lover and 
muse Renée Perle in the early 1930s. I propose that Tennant used such hats as 
disposable accessories to publicly experiment with feminine presentation that 
also ambiguously signalled impromptu comic/eccentric aristocratic performance. 
Photographs in Beaton’s archive evidence that Messel and Whistler similarly 
adopted hats as discordant temporary features of ensembles within supportive 
networks on holiday and at Ashcombe. The caption in figure 4.10 states ‘a native 
sun-hat at Madeira’. I interpret this as excusing Tennant’s dress and foreclosing 
queer readings by stressing a location outside British norms, which is supported 
by the further alibis of his lineage and artistic work in the text. I detail similar press 
direction of Messel’s reception in Chapter Six. 
Fig. 4.10. Unknown (c. late 
1920s) Stephen Tennant with 
Sir John Dyer and Others. 
Press clipping. Third image 
in a series of three (including 
figs. 4.11 and 4.12) posted 
on the Instagram account 
‘michaelparkinfineart’ by 
Diana Parkin. Accessed 




Fig. 4.11. Unknown (c. 1920s) 
Striped Sun Hat Purchased at 
the 1987 Wilsford Auction (top 
side). Probably straw or similar. 
First image in a series of three 
(including figs. 4.10 and 4.12) 
posted on the Instagram account 
‘michaelparkinfineart’ by Diana 
Parkin. Accessed 7th May 2020 
<https://www.instagram.com/p/
B_5KxjFnKH3/>
Fig. 4.12. Unknown (c. 1920s) 
Striped Sun Hat Purchased at 
the 1987 Wilsford Auction (under 
side). Probably straw or similar. 
Second image in a series of three 
(including figs. 4.10 and 4.11) 
posted on the Instagram account 
‘michaelparkinfineart’ by Diana 
Parkin. Accessed 7th May 2020 
<https://www.instagram.com/p/
B_5KxjFnKH3/>
I argue that figures 4.13 and 4.14 demonstrate the different strategies by which 
Tennant and Messel invited queer gazes by adopting particular garments and 
materials in specific locations. Figure 4.13 is typical of a large proportion of 
photographs in Messel’s albums that document his self-presentation within 
groups of friends, in private gardens or while travelling in Europe, North 
America and North Africa. These networks and spaces offered a licence not 
available without risk in public life in Britain. I propose the revealing mesh 
T-shirt documented in figure 4.13 demonstrates Messel’s construction of a 
persona as desirable to other men within his coterie. The holiday context and 
sportswear nature of the garments in figure 4.13 offer occasions and alibis for 
this presentation. Stressing the queer appeal of the garment, queer photographer 
George Platt Lynes wears a closely comparable T-shirt in a photograph also 
depicting queer publisher Monroe Wheeler in 1928 (Earnest et al., 2020). 
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Fig. 4.13. Unknown (undated, late 
1920s - early 1930s) Oliver Messel 
with Unidentified Man. Gelatin 
silver print pasted into album. 
Approximately 8 x 6 inches (20.32 
x 15.24 cm). A photograph nearby 
in album, notes ‘San Faustino’. 
In album labelled ‘Photo album 
1920s – Nymans 30s zone 4’. 
Photographed by Bench, P. 24th 
April 2018. Bristol: Oliver Messel 
Archive, Theatre Collection at The 
University of Bristol.
Fig. 4.14. Unknown 
(1929 or 1930) Stephen 
in Charles James, Polly 
in Cage. Probably taken 
in Syracuse, Sicily. 
Published in Hoare 
(1990, between pages 
176 and 177). Title 
taken from Hoare’s 
caption.
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Messel’s presentation as receptive to desiring gazes constructed him in a 
culturally feminised subject position. I read Tennant’s presentation in figure 4.14 
as similarly positioned but unlike Messel, also consonant with the signification 
of feminine allure. Figure 4.14 and Tennant’s writings record his preference for 
silk satin fabrics with a drape and lustre associated with women’s eveningwear. 
I relate this to the prioritising of visible textures in the symbiotic relationship 
between interwar fashion design and the colourless photography of magazines 
such as Vogue, which Tennant consumed and to which he contributed (Hollander, 
1993 [1975]). Tennant’s biography recounts that in Sicily with Sassoon, Tennant 
wore ‘silk Charles James beach pyjamas’ (Hoare, 1990, p. 149). The appeal of 
such garments to other queer men and their atypicality is evidenced by a 1929 
article in The Graphic, which includes photographs of Beaton on a beach with a 
caption explaining that he ‘introduced a new fad for men by wearing satin beige 
pyjamas’ (9th March, 1929, p. 383). Linked to femininity by their fabrication, I 
also read these garments as queer in their recontextualisation as beachwear. A 
1934 invoice from elite men’s outfitter Turnbull and Asser records that Tennant 
purchased one white and three blue satin pyjama suits (Turnbull and Asser). I 
propose that in daily life Tennant selected menswear with the greatest possible 
signification of femininity and for a holiday with his partner, turned to his queer 
couturier friend for more feminine clothes. Tennant described similar garments in 
a letter to Beaton, written from Palermo in 1929 or 1930. As in his poetic writings, 
his language signifies beyond literal description, linking qualities of clothes to his 
body with ecstatic emphasis:
Charles J [James] had made me the stunningest [sic] fancy dress – black 
trousers that seem glued to every fissure and ripple of thigh and bottom 
and an ineffably limp shirt of creamy satin like ultra, ultra Devonshire cream 
mixed with mother of pearl.
(Tennant to Beaton, undated) 
For Halperin, feminine coded culture ‘is socially, and erotically risky for gay men, 
no matter how proud or self-accepting they may be’ (2012, p. 307). Halperin’s 
research is broad and attends to queer identity categories that became more 
firmly established following gay liberation movements. In interwar Britain male 
effeminacy could signal sexual availability, as I detail in Chapter One. I contend 
that Tennant relished the materiality and associations of womenswear but 
understood the limits of effeminate performances, as indicated in figure 4.1. 
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Fig. 4.15. Whistler, R. (1923) Design for a Dressing Gown. Ink on paper 
sketchbook page. Approximately 10 x 7 inches (25.4 x 17.78 cm). 
Includes Whistler’s note: ‘Design for a dressing gown: Magenta, collard 
& cuffed with scarlet. Bound with silver metallic braid & waist cord’. 
Page is between pages 87 and 98 in sketchbook labelled ‘1923 A’ 
and with Whistler’s inscription ‘Whistler, 1923, Slade School’ on cover. 
Photographed by Bench, P. 29th August 2017. Salisbury: Rex Whistler 
Archive at The Salisbury Museum.
Supported by his class position, his lover and in contexts such as Sicily (fig. 4.14), 
Tennant felt sufficiently secure. Sicily has a queer history to which Wilde and the 
photographer of aestheticised male nudes, Wilhelm von Gloeden (1856-1931) 
contributed (Miracco, 2020). Sassoon’s letters to his former lover Glen Byam 
Shaw, now held at Cambridge University Library, confirm Sicily as the location 
of a queer literary network. Tennant acknowledges this in the same letter to 
Beaton quoted above, describing it as ‘this R. Firbank city’ in reference to the 
queer writer Ronald Firbank. This demonstrates the way particular queer people 
became synonyms for otherwise unnamable queer identities, as in the description 
of homosexual men as ‘unspeakables of the Oscar Wilde sort’ in E. M. Forster’s 
Maurice (1971 [1913-14], p. 136). 
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Figure 4.15 is evidence of Whistler’s attraction to a garment category related 
to Tennant’s presentation in figure 4.14 but carries different connotations. His 
annotation for this design for a dressing gown describes it as magenta with 
silver details. Laurence Whistler’s later pencil note on the design states that ‘He 
[Whistler] had this made and used it for years’. As above, the garment’s bright 
colours and theatrical trim contravene expectations of masculine sobriety. I link 
this garment to Noël Coward’s ‘trademark dressing-gowned public persona’ 
(Bartlett, 2017, p. 73). Coward was important as a focus for queer male 
identification in interwar Britain, while mainstream audiences received him as 
fashionable, modern and louche (Clum, 1999). Whistler designed theatre sets 
for Coward and I propose that he identified with Coward’s performance of queer 
masculinity which relied on self-monitoring and the heteronormative alibi of his 
appearances in plays and press photographs with Gertrude Lawrence (Potvin, 
2014; Clum, 1999). Beaton’s leopard-print dressing gown features in many of his 
interwar photographs and he photographed Whistler with Peter Watson wearing 
dressing gowns at Ashcombe. As with Wilde’s smoking jacket in Napoleon 
Sarony’s photographs of the 1880s, these types of garments presume a wider 
audience while maintaining connotations of intimacy and leisure associated with 
the proxy queer identity of the aristocrat (Halperin, 2012). In Whistler’s corpus, 
dressing gowns appear in association with the domestic, sexless, bachelor 
personas and spaces I analyse in Chapter Six. By contrast, I propose that the 
theatricality of Whistler’s dressing gown in figure 4.15 was designed to draw 
attention, a gendered desire described by John Berger’s development of Simone 
de Beauvoir’s theories in his statement that ‘men act and women appear’ (Berger 
2008 [1972], p. 47).
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I propose that figure 4.16 demonstrates Whistler’s exploration of rural, urban, 
gender, class and queer male identities, which I relate to his embodied 
presentation. As in my discussion of trade in Chapter One, manual labourers 
such as depicted in figure 4.16, occupied an identity category queer men 
were conditioned to desire. Inter-class relationships provided one model by 
which male-male love was understood as possible in late nineteenth- and early 
twentieth-century Britain. I propose this was communicated to Tennant, Messel 
and Whistler through their engagement with a literary tradition that constructed 
the ‘idealisation of the working man as [a] [homo]sexual icon’ (Gardiner, 1992, p. 
12). Reflecting this idealisation, in figure 4.16 Whistler establishes class difference 
between two depicted couples through their relative dress, the heteronormative 
couple’s evening dress also rendering them comically displaced in the rural 
scene. Whistler constructs the male workers as dominant by assigning them 
assertive poses in which they stand over the figures seated on the ground. 
I interpret the farm workers of figure 4.16 as a representation of queer men, 
following James Gardiner’s statement that: 
Representations of Queer Archetypes 
Fig. 4.16. Whistler, R. (1925) Labour 
& the Idle Rich. Pencil, ink and 
colour wash on paper sketchbook 
page. Approximately 10 x 8 inches 
(25.4 x 20.32 cm). Page 58 of 
Whistler’s 1924/1925 sketchbook 
and titled by him. Photographed 
by Bench, P. 29th August 2017. 
Salisbury: Rex Whistler Archive at 
The Salisbury Museum.
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The clothing of manual labourers was often more revealing than that of 
other men: there was less of it […] shabby trousers, jacket, cloth cap and 
collar-less shirt…symbolised not only poverty and pathos but also sexual 
availability. It became…a uniform of desire.
(Gardiner, 1992, p. 19)
The workers in figure 4.16 exchange furtive backwards glances, implying a 
shared secretive understanding that echoes the gestures of contemporaneous 
queer cruising practices (Gardiner, 1992). A similar queer look is described in 
the opening lines of the chapter that provided the narrative for Whistler’s gift 
to Tennant described above: ‘Away with a blink of his queer green eye over his 
shoulder he sauntered by a devious path out of the dell’ (De La Mare, 1924, p. 
67).
I propose that the labourers in figure 4.16 are an in-joke, Whistler laying the 
template of the identity he shared with Tennant onto caricatures of farm labourers 
for comic effect in view of their class difference, while maintaining linkage to a 
popularly desired (homo)sexual archetype. As in Chapter Three, homosexuality 
has been understood as narcissistic love of the same that challenges the 
heteronormative presumption of a love object’s gender difference. This emerged 
culturally in fictional characterisations that differentiate queer couples using 
comparable techniques to Whistler in figure 4.16:
To establish difference within lesbian couples understood by dominant 
culture as undifferentiated because of the absence of a man, the lovers 
in lesbian novels were invariably represented as divided by gender—
masculine/feminine—and/or younger/older, richer/poorer, brunette/blonde, 
teacher/student.
(Haggerty and Zimmerman, 2003, p. 297)
In figure 4.16 Whistler used a blonde-brunette coupling that reflected his own and 
Tennant’s hair colours. This device also differentiates otherwise interchangeable 
figures and is situated by a cultural history that genders hair colour. Chauncey’s 
(1994) research identified that in interwar New York, blondness was culturally 
linked to a queer male archetype and that hair bleaching was a feature of some 
queer men’s self-presentation regimes. Fairness in general and blonde hair in 
particular, has been culturally inscribed as a feminine ideal in Western society 
(Smalls, 2017). This queering and gendering of dyed blonde hair for men is 
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acknowledged in biographical records of Tennant’s encounter with Tallulah 
Bankhead in New York, 1935:
She [Bankhead] looked at my hair and said “You needn’t wave and dye it 
like that…You know, a man doesn’t want to look pretty.” And I said, “Well, 
some men, I think, do want to look pretty. And nicer still, beautiful!”
(quoting Tennant from a later interview, Hoare, 1990, pp. 210-211)
Whistler repeatedly drew blonde men with similar features to Tennant in his early 
sketchbooks, which I read as evidence of their queer romantic friendship. One 
titled L’Aiglon (fig. 4.17), depicts Napoleon Bonaparte’s son, briefly Napoleon II, 
with highly coloured lips and exaggerated eyelashes. In a letter to Fuller during 
his stay in Switzerland with Tennant, Whistler drew a less complete version of 
the same character, explaining ‘we have been reading L’Aiglon…and…revelling 
in all Marie Louise’s [Napoleon Bonaparte’s wife] scandals!’ (Whistler to Fuller, 
31st October 1924). Sarah Bernhardt played the titular role in Edmund Rostand’s 
L’Aiglon (1900). I propose that the appeal of such historical cross-gendered 
presentation and theatrical play, is also demonstrated by Whistler’s painting 
Scene From The Merchant of Venice (1925), which includes an ambiguously 
gendered blonde figure with bright red lips. This recalls Whistler’s fancy dress 
presentation as Poppea in a blonde wig and heavy make-up, as documented by 
Fig. 4.17. Whistler, R. (1924) 
L’Aiglon. Ink and colour wash 
on paper sketchbook page. 
Approximately 10 x 8 inches 
(25.4 x 20.32 cm). Page 
43 of Whistler’s 1924/1925 
sketchbook and titled by him. 
Photographed by Bench, P. 
29th August 2017. Salisbury: 
Rex Whistler Archive at The 
Salisbury Museum.
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Fig. 4.18. Tennant, S. (undated) 
Cover Design for Lascar: 
A Story of the Maritime 
Boulevard. Coloured inks on 
paper. 22 x 15 inches (56 x 
38 cm). From private London 
collection. Exhibited in On 
Peacock Island, by Volker 
Eichelmann. Photographed by 
Bench, P. 28th January 2017. 
Southend: Focal Point Gallery.
a photograph in his archive. Whistler’s letter focuses on Marie Louise’s scandals, 
which I contend appealed as a challenge to a patriarchal system I propose 
Whistler also felt oppressed by. This reiterates themes drawn out in my discussion 
of Tennant’s interest in Gloria Swanson in Chapter Three. Whistler’s interest in 
L’Aiglon emerged in drawings, his primary mode of expression. I propose this 
demonstrates his identification with a figure he represented as queerly effeminate 
as well as his interest in men that resembled Tennant.
Tennant’s drawings of sailors in his many Lascar cover designs such as figure 
4.18, like Whistler’s labourers (fig. 4.16), demonstrate the queer eroticisation of 
working men. Part of the sailor’s appeal was their uniform:
...the torso tightly fitted by a tunic topped off with the saucily nicknamed 
“dickie”…trousers close over the hips, flaring out to bell-bottoms and 
opening horizontally via a buttoned (and easily unbuttoned) flap, was…
homo-erotic in the extreme.
(Gardiner, 2017, p. 58-59)
Lascars were Indian sailors employed by British ships but the term also described 
Indian servants (Butalia, 1999). Tennant’s drawings do not stress this heritage, 
focusing on sailor characters with British, French or North African uniforms. 
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I propose that Tennant used the term lascar as an index of exoticism that 
underscored sailors’ itinerancy. Their transience contributed to sailors’ ‘powerful 
virile attraction’ and their position as symbols of ‘anti-bourgeois promiscuity…
[with] voracious sexual appetite’, which was understood ‘to those in the know as 
queerly resonant’ (Stephenson, 2016, p. 159).
Tennant’s multiple Lascar or similar cover designs are undated and were 
produced throughout his life. They predominantly include groups of sailors, 
sometimes exchanged for gondoliers or soldiers. He most frequently depicted 
such men at quayside bars in locations named as Marseille, Venice and Morocco. 
I read this in relation to the observation that the ‘interwar appropriation of naval 
wear carried associations of the bars […and] connotations of low-life slumming’ 
(Stephenson, 2016, p. 160). Tennant’s sailors are sometimes feminised like 
Whistler’s L’Aiglon drawing (fig. 4.17), with long eyelashes and bright lips, 
features he coupled with the eroticised characteristics of pronounced nipples, 
tight trousers and tattooed arms (fig. 4.18). In figure 4.18 Tennant stresses the 
transgressive appeal of a visual gender opposition, surrounding butch sailors with 
rococo motifs, a theatrical curtain, a rose and a lamp decorated with bows. By 
the interwar years, this visual language signalled femininity and was important to 
the interiors I explore in Chapter Six. Tennant artistically articulated the adoption 
of sailor clothes by the interwar Parisian homosexual subcultures that Brassaï 
photographed (Aldrich, 2006). Such identity play destabilises the sailor’s claim 
to essential masculine privilege, while retaining and/or enhancing linkage to that 
identity’s status as the object of homosexual desire. 
Tennant’s narrative-filled drawings are contextualised by his contemporary 
Stephen Spender’s (1989 [1930]) fictional account of port-side bars, in which 
normative couples, drag performers, young male prostitutes and middle-class 
men converged. Drunken, eroticised sailors were also the subject of queer artist 
Paul Cadmus’ painting The Fleet’s In, which provoked public controversy in 
1934. Bar scenes, sailors and the culturally feminised genre of watercolour/ink 
drawings, are common to the contemporaneous queer artists Jean Cocteau, 
Marsden Hartley, Charles Demuth and Edward Burra. Tennant was introduced to 
Cocteau in Paris and Burra belonged to an overlapping social and artistic circle 
(Hoare, 1990).
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The popularity of sailor iconography and the gender convergence it became 
coded with relates to its commodification as fashionable by the 1930s, because 
of its association with modish French resorts. Tennant and Whistler visited such 
locations together. Sailor/riviera style and its overlap with queer presentation, 
features in Cyril Connolly’s novel The Rock Pool (1981 [1936]). It was also 
epitomised by Messel’s friend, the queer dancer Serge Lifar, in the ballet Les 
Matelots (1925). I propose that feminised sailor figures appealed to Tennant, 
as they did to audiences of Les Matelots, whose ‘admirers included a large 
proportion of young homosexual men’ (Stephenson, 2016, p. 161). 
Unlike Jean Cocteau’s and Demuth’s sexually explicit drawings of sailors, 
Tennant’s fantasies are restrained. They construct a distant voyeuristic gaze 
from a secure interior onto bar scenes. As in Whistler’s caricatures, Tennant’s 
simplification of people into archetypes constructs them in the mould of postcard 
humour and childlike imagination. In contrast to Montague Glover and Keith 
Vaughan, who sought out and photographed real working men, I contend that 
Tennant’s Lascar designs were imaginative substitutes, compensating for the 
absence of real embodied encounters. In his catalogue introduction for Tennant’s 
exhibition at the Bodley Gallery in 1957, Spender commented that ‘the inhabitants 
of his visionary Marseilles, tough and sensual, pimps, sailors and prostitutes, are 
living in an innocent magic paradise’. Spender noted a related detachment in de 
la Mare. Responding to an anecdote from a friend about his meeting ‘a sailor in 
London who had gone home with him and stolen his money and clothes’, de la 
Mare ‘smiled, as though it were a narrative from the realms of dreams’ (Spender, 
1991 [1951], p. 99). This comparison stresses de la Mare’s similarity and/or 
significance to Tennant’s identity and strategy of poeticising remoteness from 
embodied participation.
The sailor uniform’s contradictory signification includes an opposition between 
mature butch masculinity and sexless boyhood innocence, which I propose 
appealed to Tennant and Whistler. This theme appears in Whistler’s 1924 
sketchbook drawing of a pirate with a young boy and his design in figure 4.27, 
discussed below. Sailor clothes were popular into the early twentieth century as 
boyswear. They are also associated with the character Tadzio in Thomas Mann’s 
Death in Venice (1912), a novella exploring intergenerational male attraction. 
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Queer artist John Singer Sargent included this classed boyhood dress in his 
Portrait of Mrs. Edward L. Davis and Her Son, Livingston Davis (1890) and Whistler 
wears a sailor suit in family photographs of him as a child. In Chapter Two I 
discussed Tennant’s fancy dress, which included earrings and a football jersey, as 
described by a queer male journalist. This was alternatively understood as a sailor 
costume by Olivier in her diaries (Middleboe, 1989, p. 74). This demonstrates 
slippage between readings made by Tennant’s queer contemporary and Olivier, 
who had difficulty reconciling Tennant’s queer identity. The same or a comparable 
jersey appears in a photograph of Tennant with Beaton (1927) held at the National 
Portrait Gallery (NPG x40415). The Tennant-Beaton portrait restates themes 
of sameness, narcissism and mutual identity development. This photograph 
doesn’t include earrings, invite readings of femininity or link the two men to a 
sailor identity. This circulation of a garment style in multiple written and visual 
representations, extends the premise that ‘often it was not so much the actual 
clothes that the [queer] men wore, but the manner [and places] in which they wore 
them’, that identified them as queer (Cole, 2000, p. 63).
Fig. 4.19. Whistler, R. (1924) 
Fashions for Men for 1925. 
Ink and colour wash on 
paper sketchbook page. 
Approximately 10 x 8 inches 
(25.4 x 20.32 cm). Page 
6 of Whistler’s 1924/1925 
sketchbook and titled by him. 
Photographed by Bench, P. 
29th August 2017. Salisbury: 
Rex Whistler Archive at The 
Salisbury Museum.
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I interpret figure 4.19 as Whistler’s satirical contortion of formal men’s dress and 
his exploration of a queer archetype outside the homoerotic. In notes, he details 
‘hip wiring’, a ‘waisted coatee’, a ‘cultured pearl’ to secure a red-brown cravat 
and ‘black suede’ shoes with different coloured ‘detachable heels’. Accessories 
include a felt hat with an ‘ostrich plume’ and a ‘wrist watch and glove combined’ 
with gauntlet styling. I relate the cravat, hat and glove to the clothes worn 
by and exchanged between Tennant and Whistler, as described in Whistler’s 
life writing and my discussion above. The significance of suede shoes is also 
reiterated here, supporting my contention that these were important to Whistler 
and that he registered their queer connotations. Sketches at the top of the 
page depict men wearing red-brown cravats, alternately ‘For Big game hunting’ 
and ‘For shopping’. These drawings demonstrate a humour predicated on the 
congruence or displacement of gendered activities, which I read in relation to 
queer stereotypes. The position of the drawing in Whistler’s sketchbook suggests 
it was made to amuse himself and/or a limited coterie that included Tennant and 
to whom this queer humour was legible. In addition to the suede of the shoes, 
their colourful heels have queer resonance. Red heels were ‘introduced by Louis 
XIV…[and] were restricted to nobles’ (Mansel, 2005, p. 15), a factor I contend 
appealed to Whistler’s appreciation for theatrical, aristocratic performances. This 
also establishes a link with a historical court at which ‘outward appearance…
counted…[and where] as long as extra marital affairs were conducted with 
discretion, no one made much of them, whether they were heterosexual or 
homosexual’ (Greenberg, 1990, p. 316). 
Figure 4.19 includes a rotated trouser construction and widened hips, the latter 
resembling the panniers of eighteenth-century women’s court dress (Ribiero, 
2002 [1984], p. 42). The left figure is depicted wearing ‘A long surtout of fine 
black cloth’ and holding one glove, and Whistler has given him a neat beard and 
moustache. The shawl collar and cuffs of his coat are reminiscent of Whistler’s 
dressing gown and Wilde’s presentation, as above. Both figures have rouged 
cheeks, emphasised eyelashes and monocles. They resemble Count Robert de 
Montesquiou in paintings by James McNeil Whistler (1891-2) and Giovanni Boldini 
(1897). Montesquiou was purportedly the model for the queer fictional character 
Baron Charlus, in Marcel Proust’s In Search of Lost Time (published 1913-1927) 
and for the queer character Jean des Esseintes in Huysmans’ À Rebours (1884) 
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(Jullian, 1968). The figures also resemble a painting of James McNeil Whistler by 
Boldini. Whistler was conscious of comparisons with this older artist who shared 
his name. The connection was highlighted in George Bernard Shaw’s speech 
at the inauguration of Whistler’s mural at the Tate (Whistler, 1985, pp. 111-112). 
I propose that the comparison was uneasy for Whistler because of McNeil 
Whistler’s success and class, but also because of his queerness. This is indicated 
in the euphemistic statement that Montesquiou ‘was a close and perhaps 
intimate friend of McNeil Whistler and an admirer of Aubrey Beardsley’ (Aldrich 
and Wotherspoon, 2002, p. 375). I contend that Beardsley’s unconventional 
masculinity was a model unevenly taken up by Tennant in relation to their mutual 
status as queer and tubercular, a conflation I discuss below. Tennant’s early 
drawing style also resembled Beardsley’s. This circuit demonstrates parallels 
between two artistic queer networks across generations. The male aesthete 
appearance (fig. 4.19), was also adopted by queer women, as in Romaine 
Brooks’ portrait of Una Troubridge (1924). Highlighting the queer signification 
of the accessory, Le Monocle was an interwar Parisian lesbian bar (Halberstam, 
2011, p. 98). I propose that figure 4.19 is saturated with queer signifiers and 
associations, many of which are related to dandies and their history as both 
fashionable and deprecated cultural figures (Potvin, 2020). This ambiguity is 
replicated in Whistler’s gentle mocking but interest. Queer signification is ignored 
or overlooked by Laurence Whistler, whose reference to these drawings only 
states that they reveal ‘some independence of mind’ (Whistler, 1985, p. 54).
Historical Narratives: Fancy Dress and Costume
All three men chose historical themes for their fancy dress and Messel and 
Whistler were commissioned to design historical costumes in their professional 
work. I propose that such themes offered opportunities and alibis for the 
presentation of male bodies in particular ways not otherwise sanctioned in 
interwar Britain. I link this historicism to themes of escapism, poetic yearning, 
unrequited love and hero-saviour narratives/figures, which were typical of interwar 
theatre and films. David Deitcher explains that ‘being drawn…to the past is a sign 
of longing: for the self–validation that results from having a history to refer to; for 
a sense of connection to others – past and present’ (1998, p. 24). I contend that 
Tennant, Messel and Whistler turned to particular historical themes in search of 
queer identities. They drew on past performances of masculinity represented in 
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western art traditions, which had also informed the fancy dress of aristocratic 
tableaux vivants and early photography for a prior generation (Stevenson and 
Bennett, 1978). I propose that Tennant, Messel and Whistler were attuned 
to the strictures of patriarchal heterocentric British culture and consequently 
appreciated bold fancy dress personas. These advertised their temporary nature 
and deliberate construction, challenging a paradigm of fixed legible identities. The 
themes they chose for fancy dress are reiterated across their other visual works, 
linking these men, their practices and identities. Fancy dress was popular with 
multiple social groups in interwar Britain (Houlbrook, 2005), but its importance 
to Tennant, Messel and Whistler reached beyond social occasions, as figure 
4.20 testifies. Men otherwise performing conventional masculinities engaged 
in fancy dress, but its significance to them was transient and their engagement 
less dedicated. As D. J. Taylor states of Tennant’s appearance as Queen Mary of 
Romania at a party, he was ‘a professional in a room full of amateurs’ (2007, p. 
72). 
Fig. 4.20. Beaton, C. (1927) Stephen Tennant as Prince Charming. Bromide print 
(gelatin silver print). Approximately 7 4/8 x 10 3/8 inches (190mm x 264mm), as per 
the National Portrait Gallery’s print, ref. NPG x40379. I follow the NPG’s title. This print 
photographed by Bench, P. 5th August 2015. London: Copyright of The Cecil Beaton 
Studio Archive at Sotheby’s. 
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Fig. 4.21. Beaton, C. (1927) The Hon. 
Stephen Tennant as Prince Charming. 
Press clipping pasted into album. 
Titled as per original caption. The 
Tatler, 11th May 1927 p. 249. Cecil 
Beaton’s press books. Museum ref. 
AA B/2 1989 vol 2. Photographed by 
Bench, P. 29th July 2015. London: 
Victoria and Albert Museum, Blythe 
House.
Fig. 4.23. Tennant, S. (1920s) Page Detail 
from Stephen Tennant’s Scrapbook. Tattered 
brown sugar paper pages now loose from 
any binding but with companion pages. 
Approximately 17 x 12 inches (43cm x 30 
cm). The page includes two cut and pasted 
images of Rudolph Valentino and Tennant’s 
note in green ink: ‘Rudolph Valentino in 
“Monsieur Beaucaire”’. Photographed by 
Bench, P. 14th September 2015. Fakenham: 
Private collection of Viktor Wynd.
Fig. 4.22. Tennant, S. (1925) 
Illustration of an Eighteenth-Century 
Man. Colour wash over pencil 
on paper. This original artwork is 
approximately 11 1/2 x 7 inches (29 
x 18 cm). Published as a tip-in plate 
on page 43 of The Vein in the Marble 
(1925), by Pamela Grey [Tennant’s 
Mother]. London: Philip Allan & 
Company Ltd. Photograph and details 
supplied by private London collector. 
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The design of Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s fancy dress frequently drew on 
historical styles that pre-dated the nineteenth-century categorisation of the 
homosexual as a pathologised category. I propose this period and shift in 
discourse on sexuality also corresponded with the turn in menswear toward 
sombre practicality. Dress reform advocate John Carl Flügel described this 
as ‘The Great Masculine Renunciation’, a historical moment in which men 
purportedly ‘abandoned their claim to be considered beautiful’ (1966 [1930], 
pp. 110-111). Tennant uses similar language in his conversation with Bankhead, 
which I contend evidences his knowledge of this discourse and resistance to 
such renunciation. I interpret figure 4.21 as related to pre-revolutionary French 
aristocratic dress and the eighteenth-century figure of the macaroni (McNeil, 
2018). Divested of its coat, the same costume is reconfigured to resemble Tudor 
court dress in figure 4.20. The ensemble of figure 4.21 is closely comparable to 
Tennant’s earlier drawing (fig. 4.22) and several images in his scrapbook, including 
of Valentino in Monsieur Beaucaire (1924) (fig. 4.23). 
The close fit and fabrication of the trousers in figure 4.21 suggest their sensual 
appeal to Tennant, as with his Charles James pair. As I detail in Chapter Six, in 
interwar Britain eighteenth-century style was ambiguously received as signalling 
degeneracy, aristocracy, commodity-based bourgeois aspiration and emerging 
understandings of camp. Such overlaps were inscribed in early sexology, shaping 
cultural understanding that ‘queers were generally assumed to be leisure-class’ 
(Sinfield, 1994). By wearing eighteenth-century inspired costume, Tennant 
resisted the way ‘men’s dress became the primary visual medium for intoning 
the rejection of “corrupt” aristocratic claims to elegance, opulence, leisure, and 
amatory adventure that had been so elaborately encoded into pre-nineteenth 
century dress’ (Davis, 1992, p. 38). 
Tennant’s Prince Charming persona (figs. 4.20 and 4.21), was named as such by 
The Tatler (fig. 4.21), which directed readers to the masculine role in a narrative 
of heterosexual awakening. This alibi allowed Tennant to perform a visual identity 
otherwise marked as an effeminately queer performance. Unlike the publicised 
performance recorded in The Tatler, figure 4.20 is evidence that in the intimate 
company of his queer photographer friend, Tennant reconfigured the Prince 
persona, constructing himself in the feminine role of the sleeping beauty. This 
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Fig. 4.25. Wright, J. of Derby (1781) Sir Brooke Boothby. Oil paint on 
canvas. 148.6 x 207.6 cm. Gallery ref. N04132. London: Tate Gallery. 
Accessed 24th June 2020 at < https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/
wright-sir-brooke-boothby-n04132>
character and narrative is closely linked to that of Prince Ennui, as above. The 
Sleeping Beauty is the subject and title of a 1924 poem by Edith Sitwell that’s 
imagery is closely related to Tennant’s visual language. Beaton also photographed 
Sitwell in a similar pose in the same year. In addition, Tennant was likely aware of 
the Ballets Russes’ The Sleeping Princess based on the same narrative, which 
was performed in London in 1921 and included music by Pyotr Ilych Tchaikovsky, 
a composer I discuss as queer in Chapter Six. 
Fig. 4.24. Beaton, C. (1927) Rex Whistler at Wilsford. Gelatin silver print. 
Approximately 8 x 10 inches (20.32 x 25.4 cm). Verso pencil note ‘Rex 
Whistler’ written twice, along with Beaton Studio ink stamp and ‘1/3’. 
Photographed by Bench, P. 2nd August 2018. London: Copyright of The 
Cecil Beaton Studio Archive at Sotheby’s.
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Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s queer self-presentation was historicised 
through their body postures as well as their clothes. The poses they adopted 
in photographs, both in fancy dress and daily life, are linked to a visual history 
that offered alternatives to conventional interwar British masculinity (fig. 4.24). 
Susan Bordo identifies a binary in which ‘face-off masculinity’ with a firm stance 
and direct stare, ‘indicates the power to stand one’s ground’ and is opposed 
to ‘languid leaners’, described as ‘reclining, leaning against, or propped up 
against something in the fashion typical of women’s bodies’ (2000, p. 89). Bordo 
explains that men’s ‘bodies draped languorously, exist in classical art alongside 
more heroic models of male beauty’ (2000, p. 189-190). Historical images of 
men were conceived within contingent frameworks of desirable masculinity and 
male beauty, as exemplified by Joseph Wright’s painting of poet Brooke Boothby 
(1781) (fig. 4.25):
In contrast with what might be considered traces of femininity, Wright’s 
portrait also recalls poses commonly used in Elizabethan miniature 
painting, in which a reclining figure was seen to be beset by melancholy 
humours. Melancholy had a long association with masculine creativity... 
(West, 2004, p. 161)
I contend figure 4.24 is evidence that Whistler drew on this history to perform a 
poetic masculinity counter to interwar masculine ideals. Biographies describe 
related photographs of Whistler at Wilsford as the ‘Lancret affair’, proposing 
that eighteenth-century artist’s idealised bucolic paintings as inspiration for 
this coterie’s performances (Hoare, 1990). Exercising historicised and classed 
performances, these men replicated the aristocratic gestures advocated in 
Baldassare Castiglioni’s influential The Book of the Courtier (1598). This became 
part of a camp visual language as detailed in Chapter Two (Meyer, 1994). 
Contrapposto (counterpoise), leaning and reclining postures are evident in a self-
portrait drawing by Tennant, Messel’s holiday photographs and across Whistler’s 
corpus, as in figure 4.26 below.
Whistler’s poetic presentation in figure 4.24 is complemented by Tennant and 
Messel’s fancy dress choices: ‘Nancy Mitford wrote to her brother Tom about…
the Pageant of Hyde Park Through the Ages, staged at Daly’s theatre. “…Oliver 
Messel was too wonderful as Byron…Stephen Tennant as Shelley was very 
beautiful”’ (Taylor, 2008, pp. 76-77). I understand these personas as identifications 
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offering templates of queer male friendship to Tennant and Messel, while 
being aligned with each man’s queer identity and sexual confidence. Whistler 
designed Tennant’s Shelley costume (fig. 4.26 and 4.27), further demonstrating 
collaboration between these men and the importance of poetic identities to them. 
In doing so Whistler linked his name and creative practice to Tennant and to visual 
themes which later became his professional signature. 
John Lauritsen’s (2005) research connects Shelley and Byron, and exposes the 
erasure of their queer subjectivities and examples of male-male love and sex in 
their published writings and biographies. These poets linked queer masculinity 
to romantic pastoral imagery, a combination I contend appealed to Tennant, 
Messel and Whistler. Shelley translated Plato’s Symposium (The Banquet, 1818), 
a dialogue important to queer history because of its description of ‘male love’ as 
‘part of human nature, which had been highly esteemed by the Greeks’ (Lauritsen, 
2005, p. 364). Advocate of male-male relationships, Edward Carpenter wrote 
a study of Shelley in 1925. This gave him occasion to highlight that because 
heterosexist culture actively ‘represses any patently homosexual expression, 
one clear indication of’ male-male love ‘is worth more as evidence than a dozen 
conventional signs’ of heterosexuality (Carpenter and Barnefield, 1925, p. 86). As 
with Whistler, Byron’s biographers ‘heterosexualize his life’ by ‘overemphasizing’ 
his interest in women and underplaying his relationships with men (Lauritsen, 
2005, p. 371). Byron and his work have been interpreted as ‘a high camp English 
manner of expression that extends to Oscar Wilde, Ronald Firbank, [and] Noël 
Coward’ (MacCarthy, 2002, p. xiii), figures I link to Tennant, Messel and Whistler in 
this chapter. 
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Fig. 4.26. Whistler, R. (1928) Costume 
Design for Stephen Tennant as Percy 
Bysshe Shelley (recto). Ink and colour 
wash on paper. 7 11/16 x 4 3/4 
inches (19.5 x 12cm). For verso see 
figure 4.27. Lot 72 in Bonhams sale: 
Nicky Haslam – The Contents of the 
Hunting Lodge, 2019. Previously sold 
by Sotheby’s, 1987. Photographed by 
Bench, P. 19th November 2019. New 
Bond Street, London: Bonhams.
Fig. 4.27. Whistler, R. (1928) Costume 
Design for Stephen Tennant as Percy 
Bysshe Shelley (verso). Ink and colour 
wash on paper. 7 11/16 x 4 3/4 
inches (19.5 x 12cm). For recto see 
figure 4.26. Lot 72 in Bonhams sale: 
Nicky Haslam – The Contents of the 
Hunting Lodge, 2019. Previously sold 
by Sotheby’s, 1987. Photographed by 
Bench, P. 19th November 2019. New 
Bond Street, London: Bonhams.
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Fig. 4.28. Unknown (1928) Portrait 
Photograph of Stephen Tennant as 
the Poet Shelley. Inscribed by Tennant 
at a later date: ‘Stephen Tennant as 
Percy Bysshe Shelley. Rex Whistler 
designed the suit’. Published in 
The Contents of Wilsford Manor, 
Sotheby’s, October 1987, p. 152. This 
photograph is labelled as lot 710 but 
described as part of lot 709 in the 
catalogue.
As with Owen (1993), Cecil and Cecil redirect readings of Whistler’s queerness 
by stating that, ‘Rex would go along with fancy dress for a weekend…but for him 
dressing up was never an end in itself, as it was for Cecil [Beaton] and Stephen 
[Tennant]’ (2012, p. 57). Their following statement that ‘Rex was not present 
to see its [the Shelley costume’s] effect’, implies his disinterest, despite the 
explanation that he was in Rome (Cecil and Cecil, 2012, p. 57). The collaborative 
development of the Shelley persona is diminished in this account. The image 
Cecil and Cecil (2012) reproduce as illustration (fig. 4.26), has a further design 
on its reverse (fig. 4.27). Figure 4.27 makes it clearer this artwork is part of a 
letter with likely missing pages, as Whistler’s writing begins abruptly. The letter 
makes evident that Whistler was already in Italy when he made the designs, 
demonstrating Tennant’s significance as a muse even when not proximate to 
Whistler. Whistler’s affection for Tennant is further demonstrated by his closing the 
letter with ‘much much love’.
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Whistler’s Shelley design (fig. 4.26) became a realised costume, documented in 
the photograph of figure 4.28. Whistler notes on his second design (fig. 4.27): 
‘Perhaps this would look too like a sailor’, identifying the dress style I describe 
above. The dark/light combination and open collar of the costume and image 
of figure 4.28 resembles Alfred Clint’s portrait of Shelley (1829). Shelley’s 
collar is conventional but dramatically undone in Clint’s painting. This is fixed 
in Whistler’s design, which incorporates an open, overlapped neckline with a 
ruffle (figs. 4.26). I propose this exaggerates a detail worn by men in Shelley’s 
lifetime, which signified femininity by the interwar years in Britain. Interpreted 
by one or more technicians under Tennant’s instruction and following Whistler’s 
design, the collar and cuffs of the resulting costume (fig. 4.28) were further 
accentuated by the stiffness of the fabric used, a technique I also identify in 
Tennant’s Prince Charming fancy dress (fig. 4.21). Stressing the transfer of the 
queer visual language I identify and the coteries and spaces associated with it, I 
draw parallels between Whistler’s shirt design for Tennant’s Shelley costume and 
a costume worn by Count Brando Brandolini d’Abba to the Beistegui ball (1951), 
documented in a photograph by Beaton. I discuss the same ball and Messel’s 
attendance in Chapter Six. Beaton’s costume design for Rudolf Nureyev in 
Marguerite and Armand (1963) is also closely comparable. 
The shirts, neckties and sandals I discuss above, as well as the skirt-like 
garments detailed below, conform to the mandates of the Men’s Dress Reform 
Party. Formed in 1929, this committee ‘promoted the Byron collar’ and stated that 
‘[b]louses were preferred to shirts’, while ‘they approved of the kilt’ and espoused 
that ‘sandals should replace shoes’ (Bourke, 1996, p. 23). Tennant, Messel and 
Whistler’s uptake of similar garments reflects their marginal queer position in 
relation to a discourse on men’s clothing and masculinity. Interwar accusations of 
effeminacy and the spectre of homosexuality contributed to the failure of men’s 
dress reform to gain wide support in Britain (Bourke, 1996).
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Tennant feminised his appearance with make-up, which like his face in his 
performance as a blind boy for Oswald Mosley’s home-made film (fig. 4.29), 
resembles Greta Garbo’s contemporaneous presentation (Mosley, 1982). Anxiety 
about Tennant’s use of make-up was expressed within his network, a discussion 
purportedly including Whistler (Middleboe, 1989). In figure 4.26 however, Whistler 
draws blue shaded eyelids, thin defined eyebrows and pink lips into his design.
Messel’s theatre and film design work predominantly followed romantic and 
historical themes, enabling him to explore particular performances of masculinity 
in theatrical ways, which he often aligned to his own identity. For example, he 
wore a version of the Highlander costume he designed for a dance sequence 
titled Piccadilly 1830, in Charles B. Cochran’s 1930 Revue (figs. 4.30, 4.31, 4.32 
and 4.33). Lifar performed the Highlander in the revue and wore this costume 
in press coverage (fig. 4.30). I propose that Messel chose to wear this costume 
partly because of its association with Lifar, who was a focus of queer male desire. 
The ensemble’s features are overstated, informing recent analysis that it was a 
camp parody of military masculinity and an in-joke with reference to Piccadilly 
as a site of male prostitution in the interwar period (Smith, 2017, p. 108). Such 
exaggeration is typical of stage costume, Messel’s work and the comic genre of 
the revue, but I agree that Messel exploited this alibi, using the opportunity to 
subvert and destabilise conventional masculine signifiers in collaboration with 
a queer coterie that included Lifar and Cochran. The garments retain military 
associations through the narrative of the revue and their features. Such signifiers 
also connoted homosex to some viewers, while being linked to Lifar’s dancing, 
which was a culturally feminised activity. 
Fig. 4.29. Mosley, O. (1928) Stephen 
Tennant in character as a blind boy. Film 
still at 7 minutes 37 seconds. Captured 
from digitised 16 mm cine film. Amateur 
film made at Savay Farm, Denham, 
Buckinghamshire. Viewed and captured 
by Bench, P. 12th March 2018. London: 
Private collection.
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Fig. 4.30. Beaton, C. (1930) Serge Lifar as the 
Highlander. Press clipping pasted into album. 
Vogue, 5th July 1930 p. 46. Cecil Beaton’s 
press books. Museum ref. AAD B/9 1986 vol. 
9. Photographed by Bench, P. 30th July 2015. 
London: Victoria and Albert Museum, Blythe 
House.
Fig. 4.31. Messel, O. (1930) Jacket Designed 
by Oliver Messel for the Highlander in 
‘Piccadilly 1830’, a Scene in ‘C. B. Cochran’s 
1930 Revue’. Black and cream wool, lined with 
ivory cotton, with cotton rope at epaulettes. 
It may be a remade or adapted version after 
the original. Messel wore this costume design 
to Daisy Fellowes’ party in Paris, 1931. Part 
of ensemble in figure 4.30. Museum ref. 
S.500:1/12-2006 No. 9021:9. Photographed 
by Bench, P. 27th June 2018. London: Victoria 
and Albert Museum, Blythe House.
Fig. 4.32. Messel, O. (1930) Kilt Designed 
by Oliver Messel for the Highlander in 
‘Piccadilly 1830’, a scene in ‘C. B. Cochran’s 
1930 Revue’. Cream wool with printed or 
painted tartan pattern. It may be a remade 
or adapted version after the original. Messel 
wore this costume design to Daisy Fellowes’ 
party in Paris, 1931. It is part of ensemble 
in figure 4.30. Museum ref. S.500: 1-2006. 
Photographed by Bench, P. 27th June 2018. 
London: Victoria and Albert Museum, Blythe 
House.
Fig. 4.33. Messel, O. (1930) Socks and 
Garters Designed by Oliver Messel for the 
Highlander in ‘Piccadilly 1830’, a scene in 
‘C. B. Cochran’s 1930 Revue’. Socks are fine 
gauge knit with printed tartan pattern. Garters 
are painted ribbon with cord elastic. Part of an 
ensemble in figure 4.30. Museum ref. socks: 
S.500: 6-2006, garters: S.500:1-9-2006. 
Photographed by Bench, P. 27th June 2018. 
London: Victoria and Albert Museum, Blythe 
House.
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The circuit of association and signification I identify in relation to Messel’s 
Highlander design is replicated in Tennant’s different articulations of the Prince 
Charming narrative above. With its closely fitted jacket and skirt-like kilt, 
Messel’s costume allowed for body display and movement while combining 
and confusing gender signifiers. I propose this appealed to Messel in the same 
way that womenswear fabrics and design details were chosen by Tennant. One 
of Whistler’s designs for The Rake’s Progress (1935) is comparable to Messel’s 
design for the Highlander in colour and detail, cementing the mutuality of their 
visual language and the queer appeal of these similar designs (fig. 4.34). 
Complicated gender signification and roles are inscribed in the official narrative 
of the burlesque play Helen!, which established Messel’s reputation and from 
which he recycled his design for the character Paris in several ways (figs. 4.35, 
4.36, 4.37, 4.38 and 4.39). Paris abducts Helen in the narrative but is later 
himself rescued by Venus. Actor Bruce Colefax wore the costume in figure 
4.36 for this rescue scene. Paris is militaristically and sexually assertive but 
emasculated by his rescue. I propose that this interplay of heroic and passive 
masculine performances was leveraged for comic effect, in a strategy similar to 
Whistler’s caricatures in figure 4.19, and that Messel received and appreciated the 
combination as a queer characterisation. The costume in figure 4.36 is strikingly 
similar to the costume Kirk Douglas wore in the film Spartacus (1960), designed 
by Arlington Valles. This film’s queer appeal is well acknowledged (Davies, 2016). 
I propose that Valles likely encountered Messel’s Paris costume, understood its 
queer resonance and deployed a related visual language in his design. 
Fig. 4.34. Whistler, R. (c. 1935) 
Costume Design for The Rake’s 
Friend, in ‘The Rake’s Progress’. 
Pencil and opaque paint on loose 
paper sheet with ink and pencil 
notes. Approximately 16 1/2 x 12 
inches (42 x 30.5 cm). Swatch of 
braid attached. Photographed by 
Bench, P. 30th April 2018. Salisbury: 
Rex Whistler Archive at The 
Salisbury Museum.
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Fig. 4.35. Messel, O. (1932) Costume Design for the 
Character of Paris, in ‘Helen!’. Published in Messel, O. 
and Laver, J. (1933, title page).
Fig. 4.36. Messel, O. (1932) Costume for the Character 
of Paris in ‘Helen!’. Cream wool with ivory leather 
appliqué and mixed media shoulder pieces. Museum 
ref. S.493:1/2-2006. Photographed by Bench, P. 26th 
September 2017. London: Victoria and Albert Museum, 
Blythe House.
Fig. 4.37. Beaton, C. (1932) Oliver 
Messel and His Sister Anne. Gelatin 
silver print pasted into album. 
Approximately 11 1/2 x 12 inches ( 
29.21 x 30.48 cm). Notes in black 
ink on album page: ‘Oliver and me 
at the Bryan Guinness’ party at 
Biddesden on Nov. 5th 1932’ and ‘by 
Cecil Beaton’. Variants published in 
Castle, C. (1986, pp. 88-9) and Muir, 
R. (2020, p. 181). Photographed 
by Bench, P. 22nd June 2018. 
Birr Castle, County Offaly, Ireland: 
Archive of Anne Parsons, Countess 
of Rosse, neé Messel, previously 
Armstrong-Jones.
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Fig. 4.38. Unknown (1939) Mr. Peter 
Glenville Wearing Messel’s Costume 
for the Character of Paris in ‘Helen!’. 
Magazine page pasted into album. 
Image is captioned as ‘Mr. Peter 
Glenville, stylised Roman’. Magazine 
article titled ‘Georgian Ball at Osterley’, 
from Vogue, 9th August 1939 p. 25. 
Small image sharing magazine page 
with five other photographs. Anne 
recorded the source. Photographed by 
Bench, P. 22nd June 2018. Birr Castle, 
County Offaly, Ireland: Archive of Anne 
Parsons, Countess of Rosse, neé 
Messel, previously Armstrong-Jones.
Fig. 4.39. Messel, O. (1962) Man in 
Robes. Oil paint and diluted colour 
wash on unidentified ground. Glazed 
and in mirror panel and silvered wood 
frame. Approximately 39 1/3 x 33 
1/2 inches (100 x 85 cm) framed. 
Temporarily exhibited with other 
examples of Messel’s portraits at 
Nymans. Photograph taken by Bench, 
P. 10th April 2018. West Sussex: 
Nymans.
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Messel posed in the Paris costume with his sister Anne in 1932 (fig. 4.37) and 
dressed queer actor Peter Glenville in the same outfit for a ball in 1939 (fig. 4.38). 
He also painted an unidentified sitter wearing the costume in 1962 (fig. 4.39). I 
contend this demonstrates its enduring appeal to Messel and the way that as he 
aged, he preferred to dress and record others in the Paris role and costume. In 
1940 Glenville wrote to Messel from Messel’s studio-home, which coupled with 
euphemistic biographical description and figure 4.38, directs my reading that 
the couple were romantically linked in the period 1939-40 (Castle, 1986, p. 110). 
This contributes to my reading of Messel’s motivations for costuming Glenville as 
overlapping with queer desire. This in turn shapes my queer reading of his later 
use of the costume on another man (fig. 4.39). As in my description of Tennant 
and Whistler’s exchange of fashion items above, the sharing of garments can 
buttress emotional bonds. Messel’s friends/models/lovers embodied personas 
he chose for them and had previously adopted himself. I interpret this in relation 
to Kosofsky Sedgwick’s (1994 [1990]) proposal of a queer desire for/desire to 
be paradigm and in line with the history of queer narcissism I outline in Chapter 
Three. The Paris costume also relates to the significance of classicism in queer 
visual culture, as I detail in Chapter One.
Messel’s costume design for Paris draws on different cultural and historical 
themes to the Highlander but shares its features. Both costumes include 
feather plumes, exaggerated proportions and close fitting tunics with a skirt-
like lower half, as well as built-up shoulders achieved by decorative additions 
and additional swathes of cloth that can be reconfigured with pin fastenings. 
Beyond the category of costume, such features were commonly associated with 
womenswear. Historical narratives and the conventions of unchanging national 
dress in the case of the Highlander, offered Messel and the actors in theatrical 
performances, alibis to wear garments with features otherwise coded as feminine 
in interwar Britain. The close-fitting torso panels and short skirt construction of 
Messel’s costumes, resemble Whistler’s drawings of Renaissance figures (fig. 
4.40). These features are repeated in a costume design by Whistler (fig. 4.41). 
I read this design as made for his own pleasure in view of its early date, which 
precedes his professional theatre design career and its position in his personal 
sketchbook. Figure 4.41 includes a feather plume, ‘tights’ and ‘garters’, which 
corresponds with the Highlander costume (fig. 4.30 and 4.33). Tights imply the 
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Fig. 4.40. Whistler, R. (1926) 
Renaissance Figure. Ink drawing with 
pencil notes on paper sketchbook page. 
Approximately 9 x 6 inches (22.86 x 
15.24 cm). Notes relate to the Borgia 
family. From floral cover sketchbook 
labelled ‘1926 A’. Photographed by 
Bench, P. 29th August 2017. Salisbury: 
Rex Whistler Archive at The Salisbury 
Museum.
Fig. 4.41. Whistler, R. (1926) 
Costume Designs. Ink drawing with 
pencil notes on paper sketchbook 
page. Approximately 9 x 6 inches 
(22.86 x 15.24 cm). Notes include: 
‘scarlet tights’ ‘belt, bouquet, 
garter’ ‘bodice tight fitting’ and 
‘skirt’. From floral cover sketchbook 
labelled ‘1926 A’. Photographed 
by Bench, P. 29th August 2017. 
Salisbury: Rex Whistler Archive at 
The Salisbury Museum.
scripted movements of a dancer, a profession and performance type that was 
regarded as unmasculine in interwar Britain, while tights/stockings and garters 
were increasingly received as indexes of feminine allure by the interwar years. 
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I propose that Messel was attracted to historical silhouettes in line with his 
own daily life body-dominant presentation (figs. 4.13 and 4.42). He eschewed 
the conventional ‘subordination of body to dress [which] has been a persistent 
Western standard for men’s dress for more than 100 years’ (Eicher and Evenson, 
2015, p. 308). Anne Hollander explains that,
The fashionable male garment for the upper body grew shorter and shorter 
between the twelfth and the fifteenth century. The upper parts of male legs 
came more and more into view until the doublet often ceased to cover 
either buttocks or genitals.
(Hollander, 1993, p. 234)
I contend that such male ‘sexual provocation’ in Renaissance painting attracted 
Messel and informed many of his designs (Hollander, 1993, p. 235). In western 
history, male bodies were provocatively displayed in life and paintings because 
‘the tradition of male beauty prohibits certain varieties of self-consciousness’ 
(Hollander, 1993, p. 234). I read Messel’s body display and historical costumes as 
circumscribed attempts to overcome an interwar British paradigm that impelled 
queer men to occupy a culturally feminised, devalued position of passivity 
and self-consciousness, in which queer desiring gazes were limited, indirect 
and voyeuristic. The appeal of pre-modern details and silhouettes is traceable 
in relationships between Messel’s design process, realised costumes and 
possessions. This is evident in overlaps between his work on the film The Private 
Lives of Don Juan (1934) and his interest in matadors/toreadors (figs. 4.43, 4.44, 
4.45, 4.46 and 4.47).
Fig. 4.42. Unknown (c. mid-1930s) Oliver 
Messel, Possibly in Albania. Gelatin silver 
print pasted into album. Approximately 
16 x 12 inches (40.64 x 30.48 cm). Album 
includes photographs taken in Amalfi 
and Croatia. An enlarged, cropped copy 
is mounted, glazed and framed in same 
archive. This version in album labelled 
‘Austria & Italy zone 4, 11’. Photographed 
by Bench, P. 24th April 2018. Bristol: 
Oliver Messel Archive, Theatre Collection 
at The University of Bristol.
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Fig. 4.43. Messel, O. (undated c. 1934) 
Sketches of Dancing Figures. Pencil on 
paper sketchbook page. Approximately 20 x 
16 inches (50.8cm x 40.64 cm) with the note: 
‘Bolero’. Page from sketchbook labelled 
‘3’. Close to a similar drawing with note: ‘a 
Man of Andalucía’. Photographed by Bench, 
P. 24th April 2018. Bristol: Oliver Messel 
Archive, Theatre Collection at The University 
of Bristol.
Fig. 4.44. Messel, O. (c. 1934) 
Jacket for Don Juan. Velour, bouclé 
patterned fabric, metallic embroidery, 
sequins and trims. Museum ref. 8997. 
Photographed by Bench, P. 26th 
September 2017. London: Victoria and 
Albert Museum, Blythe House.
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Fig. 4.45. Unknown (c. 1934) Oliver Messel 
Dressed as Don Juan. Gelatin silver print pasted 
into album. Approximately 12 x 10 inches (30.48 
x 25.4 cm). Messel designed this costume for 
Douglas Fairbanks in the film, The Private Life 
of Don Juan, 1934. In album labelled ‘Oliver in 
Hollywood Romeo + Juliet’. Photographed by 
Bench, P. 24th April 2018. Bristol: Oliver Messel 
Archive, Theatre Collection at The University of 
Bristol.
Fig. 4.46. M. Retana, Sastre de 
Toreros (tailor of bullfighters) 
(undated) Heavily Embellished 
Bullfighter’s Ensemble of Jacket, 
Waistcoat and Breeches (Traje de 
Luces). Green velvet. Jacket is lined 
with cream cotton and pink cloth. 
Ensemble was owned by Messel. 
Photographed by Bench, P. 30th June 
2018. Sussex: Private collection.
Fig. 4.47. Messel, O. (1950) Portrait 
of a Torero, Three-Quarter Length, 
Seated Wearing a ‘Traje de Luces’. 
Oil paint on canvas. 30 x 23 
inches (76.2 x 58.4 cm). Previously 
exhibited at O’Hana Gallery, London, 
1962. For sale at Christies online, 
September 2020. Accessed 2nd 





Messel typically constructed male figures from ellipses and circles in his 
costume design sketches, a technique that sharply defines the waist point 
and joints (fig. 4.43). I propose this reflects Messel’s queer interest in men’s 
bodies and is consonant with the historical development of western menswear, 
which segmented the body differently to women’s clothes (Hollander, 1993). In 
design work Messel drew on relatively unchanging, traditional men’s dress he 
photographed in Europe, as evidenced in his albums. He also owned matador/
toreador clothes (fig. 4.46), which I propose informed his designs for Don Juan 
(figs. 4.43, 4.44 and 4.45). In September 2020 a portrait of a torero by Messel 
emerged at auction (fig. 4.47). I propose that the clothes worn by the sitter in 
this painting are those of figure 4.46. Painted in 1950, this evidences Messel’s 
continued interest in this specific form of men’s dress and the matador/toreador 
persona. It also locates it within his personal relationship to a specific man. This 
repeats a circuit I identify above in relation to the Paris costume from Helen!. 
Messel’s interests are echoed by Beaton, who photographed the matador Luis 
Miguel Dominguín for Vogue in 1952, two years after Messel’s painting (Ross, 
1986, p. 124). In view of this, I propose Dominguín as the likely subject of figure 
4.47.
I contend that the matador/toreador role had/has homoerotic queer appeal in 
its tightly fitted, brightly coloured, embellished and theatrical dress. As with the 
Highlander, Paris and Don Juan, matadors signal ideal masculine virility and/or 
queer performance, according to context and the subjective interests and cultural 
competencies of viewers. Used as a nationalistic motif with connotations of 
aggressively heterosexual masculinity by securely heteronormative artists such 
as Picasso, matadors were also emblematic of homosexual desire and queer 
masculinity for artists such as John Minton at the time Messel painted figure 4.47. 
The queer interwar amateur photographer Montague Glover’s fetishistic images 
evidence the erotic appeal of costuming subjects as identifiable masculine 
archetypes and roles (Gardiner, 1992). Messel’s painting (fig. 4.47) is more refined 
than Glover’s photographs, is less overtly sexualised, implies a longer production 
duration and unlike Glover’s private collection, was publicly exhibited. Accounting 
for these differences, I maintain that the visual coherences between Messel’s 
photographic research, his designs (fig. 4.43), a realised costume (fig. 4.44), 
his own presentation (fig. 4.45), real matador/toreador clothes (fig. 4.46) and 
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his representation of another man in these garments (fig. 4.47) demonstrate his 
queer visual interests in relation to fantasy scenarios and real people. This circuit 
evidences the significance of the matador as a queer archetype in Messel’s life 
as well as personal and material encounters I read in relation to the opportunities 
they afforded for queer expression and desire. These include the sensual 
experience of swapping clothes and dressing or being dressed, as well as being 
gazed upon or gazing. 
Don Juan is the title of a poem by Byron (1819), a poet Messel dressed as and 
whom I propose he had an affinity with. The poem echoes Helen! in satirically 
reversing a narrative of an ideal masculine seducer, who is rendered the passive 
recipient of women’s advances. Lauritsen (2005) queers this poem, highlighting 
its pederastic narrative and Byron’s love for the young protagonist he created in 
writing. This points towards a paradigm in which an author creates an ideal love 
object, unsanctioned in society, which also emblematises queer subjectivity. 
I interpret Messel’s costume designs for the Highlander, Paris and Don Juan 
as similarly interwoven with his idealised fantasy of a queer male figure, also 
connected to real subjects of queer male desire such as Lifar (fig. 4.30), Douglas 
Fairbanks who played Don Juan wearing the costume in figure 4.45 and the torero 
Messel painted (fig. 4.47). I propose that by wearing these costumes, Messel 
performed and embodied a fetishistic substitution of the characters and real men 
he desired and identified with.
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Queer Narratives and The Undressed Body
I draw on Foucault’s (2002 [1969]) concept of technologies of the self and Butler’s 
(1999 [1990]) outline of performativity, to analyse the ways Tennant, Messel 
and Whistler’s undressed body presentations and representations evidence 
processes of identity formation in linkage with other people, particular narratives 
and visual culture. I propose that in figure 4.48, Messel subverted a narrative of 
female subjection to rapacious male advances in a deliberate, cross-gendered 
queer performance. Such a narrative and this image construction is associated 
with a visual history that includes depictions of Andromeda, as in a painting by 
Frederic Leighton, an artist who features in queer historical research (Cook, 2014). 
Whistler deployed a similar construction in his drawing for Hans Andersen’s The 
Marsh King’s Daughter (1935). Halperin explains that ‘the standard opposition 
in heteronormative culture between roles and essences…is isomorphic with 
other corresponding oppositions’ (2012, p. 246). Messel’s adopted feminine 
role in figure 4.48 culturally associated him with characteristics of youth and 
beauty, while the second figure in the photograph signifies their opposites. I 
have identified Glyn Philpot in proximate photographs in Messel’s album, which 
record the same holiday. This series of photographs documents other men I read 
as queer in view of their poses, homosociality and improvised drag scenarios. I 
contend that figure 4.48 was produced within queer/queer-supporting networks 
who understood, encouraged and recorded Messel’s queer performances. 
Such impromptu portraiture and play-acting contributed to the intersubjective 
Fig. 4.48. Unknown (1920s) Oliver Messel Posing Nude on a Rock. Gelatin silver 
print pasted into album. Approximately 3 1/2 x 7 inches (8.89 x 17.78 cm). First 
page in album labelled ‘Photo album 1920s – Nymans 30s zone 4’. Photographed 
by Bench, P. 24th April 2018. Bristol: Oliver Messel Archive, Theatre Collection at 
The University of Bristol.
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Fig. 4.49. Whistler, R. (1932) Illustration of a Male Nude. Black ink print 
on loose paper sheet. Approximately 5 1/2 x 8 inches (13.97 x 20.32cm). 
Published in James, E. (1932, p. 70). Laurence Whistler’s pencil notes: 
‘Passed’, ‘Africa p. 70’ and ‘original of this is missing’. Photographed by 
Bench, P. 30th April 2018. Salisbury: Rex Whistler Archive at The Salisbury 
Museum.
Fig. 4.50. Beaton, C. (1927) Rex Whistler in Saint-Jean-Cap-Ferrat. Gelatin 
silver print. Approximately 8 x 10 inches (20.32 x 25.4 cm). Verso notes in 
pencil ‘Rex Whistler’ written twice along with Beaton Studio ink stamp and 
‘1/1’. Published in Muir, R. (2020, p. 84). Photographed by Bench, P. 2nd 
August, 2018. London: Copyright of The Cecil Beaton Studio Archive at 
Sotheby’s.
identity development and self-understanding of multiple members of this circle. 
This context stresses Philpot’s importance as a mentor, the type of figure cited 
in queer histories who contributed to the resolution of early psycho-sexual 
confusion by offering an example of queer identity (Sinfield, 1994).
168
The male-male pairing in figure 4.48 destabilises the legitimacy of compulsory 
male/female narratives, exposing them as performance to comic effect. Messel 
occupies a feminised position as the spectacular object of desiring gazes within 
the holiday group of men and for future viewers of the photograph (fig. 4.48). This 
challenges Halperin’s contention that ‘no gay man acquires social or erotic credit 
by coming off as a show queen’ (Halperin, 2012, p. 95). In figure 4.48, Messel 
constructs himself as the focus of homoeoritc gazes by leveraging and queering 
a heterosexual visual language in a similar model but different tone to Tennant’s 
dressed presentation in Sicily (fig. 4.14). Messel’s pose in figure 4.48 and its 
narrative of sexualised effeminate presentation are echoed in Whistler’s illustration 
for the queer poet Edward James’ writing (fig. 4.49). As an allegory of Africa, 
figure 4.49 reflects a legacy in which colonising cultures historically feminised 
representations of black men. I propose that in this image and for such a patron, 
Whistler mobilised the opportunities this offered for queer representation and 
gazes. 
In common with Messel, Tennant and Whistler took the opportunity of a seaside 
holiday to pose undressed on rocks (fig. 4.50). I link their expressions in variants 
of figure 4.50 as related to cinematic narratives centred on the abandon, 
distress or sexual availability of female protagonists, whose images recur in 
Tennant’s scrapbook. I connect Whistler’s pose in figure 4.50 to representations 
of Phaeton, a mythological figure I discuss in Chapter Six. Giovanni Battista 
Tiepolo’s fresco The Fall of Phaeton (1719) and the later painting Falling Man 
(2016) by David Ligare include male figures in similar poses. Addington Symonds 
wrote about Tiepolo’s paintings in the context of his mediations on art, male-
male relationships and Venice (Booth, 2013). Ligare is famed for his use of 
classical iconography, which has been interpreted as allegorical for themes of 
contemporary life, including the AIDS crisis (Aldrich, 1993). Dominique Lefèvre’s 
sculpture The Fall of Phaeton (c. 1700-1711) includes a similar pose to Whistler’s 
in figure 4.50. Lefèvre was commissioned by Louis XIV, whose court I discuss as 
queer above. The sculpture represents the moment Phaeton falls from his chariot. 
I discuss comparable narratives and iconography as queer in Chapters Five and 
Six. This narrative of falling is repeated in the myth of Icarus, which formed the 
basis of Icare (1935), a ballet choreographed and performed by Lifar. I contend 
that Whistler’s pose in figure 4.50 is linked to these poses and representations 
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and that these narratives supply a visual metaphor for the excess and downfall 
associated with queer identities in interwar Britain.
Figure 4.48 has not been published and like hundreds of other personal 
photographs in Messel’s archive, it falls outside the established narratives of 
his professional life. By contrast, the photograph of figure 4.50 has featured in 
recent exhibitions that link Whistler to queer artists and queer/queer-supporting 
networks (Pure Romance: Art and the Romantic Sensibility, 2016; Muir, 2020). 
This public representation is not proportional to archival contents. Photographs 
of Messel wearing only underwear or swimwear abound in his archive, but I 
have encountered few other photographs of Whistler in such undress. This 
underscores the significance of the investments made in these men by different 
parties at particular times, the presence of multiple prints of figure 4.50 in different 
archives and the fame of its author. Laurence Whistler wrote ‘Narcissy’, on the 
reverse of one print of figure 4.50, a conflation of narcissist and sissy I read as 
acknowledging Whistler’s queer performance.
Fig. 4.51. Anthony, G. (undated) 
Oliver Messel Posing with 
a Fishing Net. Gelatin silver 
print. Approximately 12 x 10 
inches (30.48 x 25.4 cm). Loose 
photograph, verso has Gordon 
Anthony copyright stamp. In 
folder labelled OHM/3/2/27 – 35 
‘Photographs of Oliver Messel’. 
Photographed by Bench, P. 24th 
April 2018. Bristol: Oliver Messel 
Archive, Theatre Collection at 
The University of Bristol.
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Messel commissioned portraits such as figure 4.51 in addition to formal 
photographic portraits, which functioned in the same way as, and follow the 
protocols of, Hollywood actors’ promotional portraits. Both portrait types 
supported and advanced his self-understanding and identity. I contend that 
figure 4.51 shored up Messel’s self-image as sexually desirable, was ambivalently 
intended as comic and like more informal snapshots in his corpus, was 
produced in collaboration with a friend. It’s composition and use of props, which 
introduce thin alibis for such performance, are part of the visual language of 
early homoerotic physique photography (Burch, 2017). I propose that Messel 
positioned himself as the object of real and imagined queer male gazes by 
mimicking this image construction. In posing behind a fishing net, Messel 
constructed himself as part of an allegorical narrative, the willing catch of the 
homoeroticised archetype of the fisherman/sailor. Tennant used fishing nets in 
Wilsford’s interiors, as I discuss in Chapter Six. Keith Vaughan also used them as 
props when photographing young men on Pagham beach in the 1930s. I have 
not found reproductions of figure 4.51, suggesting its limited circulation and 
audience, while the large size of the print indicates its significance to Messel. The 
classicism evoked by Messel’s loin-cloth in figure 4.51 situates the image within 
queer visual discourse and body culture, explained in Christopher Reed’s analysis 
of Platt Lynes’ works: ‘aspects of his art – especially his staging of classical 
myths – extend the Aesthetic legacy of Fred Holland Day’ (2011, p. 147). This 
recalls arguments of early advocates of homosexual relationships, who aligned 
male-male bonds with a glorious Hellenistic past rather than one of degeneracy 
(Saslow, 1999, p. 222). I highlight Holland Day in my queer reading of the Daphis 
and Chloe narrative in Chapter One. 
I link Messel’s self-presentation in figure 4.51 to interwar discourse that 
popularised ‘the idealized body and heroic form’ and which found its apogee in 
the American bodybuilder, Charles Atlas, who posed for multiple public sculptures 
‘and was the subject of songs, movies, and hundreds of magazine stories’ (Boyer, 
2014, p. 20). Athletic physiques were idealised between the wars. In Germany 
this related to ‘the naturist movement…healthy outdoor activity and the belief 
that sunlight has an enormously beneficial effect on the naked body’ (Cooper, 
2004, p. 60). This contextualises Tennant’s sunbathing practices (Hoare, 1990). 
Such rhetoric shaped the work of photographers such as Kurt Reichert. His 
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photographs of athletes in action represented men in the mould of monumental 
classical sculpture by adopting low viewpoints (Cooper, 2004). Such an image 
construction is evident in figure 4.42, but is unusual in Tennant, Messel and 
Whistler’s corpuses. Unlike Reichert’s photographs, Messel is individuated as 
a subject in figure 4.51 and performs a cross-gendered, passive supplicant 
role, not one of unscripted masculine action. This reading is supported by the 
predetermined elements of the image, made visible by the studio setting. I 
propose this indicates the importance of self-image and the management of 
self-representation to Messel. His characteristic smile announces his identity 
as different to the inflated masculinity of heroic ideals, while the camp of the 
photograph positions it as less earnest than Reichert’s images and the Hellenism 
of a previous generation. This strategy signals resistance to gender expectations 
but also demonstrates limitations of queer expression. Halperin explains this 
as ‘embracing the social devaluation of their [gay men’s] feelings through a 
parodic, exaggerated, melodramatic, self-mocking…role-playing, [and] stylized 
performance’ (2012, p. 181).
Figure 4.51 is contextualised as queer by its photographer and discourse on 
male body presentation. Gordon Anthony is remembered for photographing 
dancers and was the brother of the Royal Ballet director Ninette de Valois. Male 
dancers recur as subjects in interwar studio photography. In opposition to other 
available athletic male bodies, dancers ‘do not accomplish an action but perform 
an already defined and scripted role, they lack, despite all their virtuosity (and 
musculature…) the masculine dignity of sports stars’ (Halperin, 2012, p. 246). Guy 
Burch explains that ‘a strand of body sculptors...aimed...[to achieve a physique 
more in the] mould of Apollo and young Bacchus than Hercules…Artist models 
and dancers, they strove for a proportionate lithe body…and a more artistic 
presentation’, which was also understood as more feminine (2017, p. 12). 
In personal holiday photographs Messel posed as a nearly-naked Bacchus figure 
in a vineyard, with vine-leaves in his hair and formed as a skirt. Antinous, the 
deified male lover of Emperor Hadrian, is also frequently depicted in the guise 
of Bacchus in ancient sculpture, as signalled by his wreath crown (Opper, 2008). 
Bacchanalian scenes and their figures, including satyrs with their connotations 
of promiscuous sex, appear repeatedly in Whistler’s corpus. Whistler’s archive 
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contains his depiction of a Bacchus-like figure who also resembles the dancer 
Nijinsky. This comparatively resolved ink and colour wash drawing on a loose 
paper sheet was produced while on holiday with Tennant in San Remo in April 
1925, suggesting its original audience as their holiday companions. Nijinsky took 
the role of the faun in a ballet I discus in Chapter Six, a character similar to the 
satyrs Whistler drew and represented himself as, for example in his painting of 
the Dudley-Ward sisters (1933-4). This gestures to the connection of a particular 
physique with specific narratives drawn from antiquity, which are also significant 
to queer histories.  
 
I link Messel’s self-presentation in stylised images (fig. 4.51) and improvised 
scenarios (fig. 4.48) to a body culture that’s ‘emphasis on youth and health 
persisted throughout the 1930s’ (Boyer, 2014, p. 20). James Saslow identifies the 
potential for social anxiety associated with this physical culture stating that:
Making healthy bodies required recognizing the body, which aroused 
suspicion: however innocent in theory, sunny snapshots of beefcake 
horsing around at a nude beach could obviously be read differently by 
different audiences. 
(Saslow, 1999, p. 214)
I understand the queer appeal of such imagery in view of Kosofsky Sedgwick’s 
description of ‘a continuum between the homosocial and homosexual...whose 
visibility...is radically disrupted’ in western culture (1985, p. 2). As Potvin explains, 
‘[o]ften...representations of masculinity and the male body obliquely expose the 
homoerotic...which exists at the border between absence/presence, homosocial/
homosexual, bonding/fetishization’ (2009, p. 170). While open to suspicion, 
the depiction of athletic male bodies was harnessed by nationalist propaganda 
campaigns and advertising, the ambiguity of hyper-masculinity increasing 
its appeal (Reed, 2011; Saslow, 1999; Aldrich 2010 [2006]). The uncertainty 
perpetuated by ‘these images mirror an epistemological constant of queer history: 
the persistence of the closet’ (Deitcher, 1998, p. 34). In terms of interwar fashion, 
‘men wanted to look healthy. There was new prestige given to muscularity and a 
tanned complexion’ (Boyer, 2014, p. 22). 
Potvin contends that ‘the cult of the body beautiful for men’ in the 1920s 
indicates ‘a rapprochement between aesthetics and athletics’ (2009, pp. 176-
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7), which saw alignment between elegant dress, grooming and sporting activity 
alien to polarised earlier male archetypes. I propose that earlier masculinities did 
not entirely collapse, but that particular sports such as tennis, swimming and 
golf, which were newly fashionable in the 1920s, held on to their leisure-class 
connotations, a factor overlapping with Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s queer 
presentation. The formalised movements of these sports were also apt to supply 
elegant body postures, a quality exaggerated in Diaghilev’s ballet Le Train Bleu 
(1920) and which I contend added to their queer appeal. Joanna Bourke states 
that ‘[b]y the 1930s, the MDRP [Men’s Dress Reform Party] had convinced thirty-
eight sea-side resorts to allow men to wear only a bathing slip for mixed bathing’ 
(1996, p. 31). Messel’s naturally dark complexion and physique played to his 
advantage in this context and as evidenced in copious personal photographs, he 
made use of the cultural space such discourses offered for queer presentation 
and the invitation of queer gazes. 
Fig. 4.52. Messel, O. 
(undated, 1930s) 12 x 
Photographs of François 
(Féral) Benga. Contact prints. 
Each print approximately 
2 3/8 x 2 3/8 inches (6 x 
6 cm). Stored in plastic 
slipcover with envelope 
labelled ‘Unmarked’ ‘Leslie 
Howard & Merle Oberon x 
2’. Photographed by Bench, 
P. 26th June 2018. Bristol: 
Oliver Messel Archive, Theatre 
Collection at The University of 
Bristol.
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I have identified the man represented in figures 4.52 and 4.53 as François 
Benga, a Senegalese performer who worked under the stage name Féral 
Benga. I interpret other photographic portraits in Messel’s albums as the basis 
of paintings, suggesting one purpose for these photographs. In interwar Paris 
Benga was a ‘dancer, muse, and popular icon of la vogue nègre’ (Smalls, 2017, 
p. 58). Recent research elucidates the way Benga’s on-stage performances 
and publicised portraits of his often near-naked body were part of a Primitivist 
discourse within the modernist paradigm and in which his corporeality became 
a locus for white western fantasies of exoticism and eroticism (Smalls, 2017). 
Within the bounds of possibility and mobilising the power available to him, Benga 
appears to have knowingly participated in this Primitivist framing and in his 
presentation as a male counterpart to Josephine Baker by critics. He ‘performed 
eroticized savage dances, typically clad in skin-tight, leopard-spotted, skimpy 
shorts or with a revealing loincloth and oiled-up glistening skin’ (Smalls, 2017, p. 
47). Benga’s performances have been interpreted as ‘a marked racial and erotic 
solicitation that was directed primarily at a male viewership’ (Smalls, 2017, p. 54). 
James Smalls proposes that Benga’s dissident sexuality and minority ethnicity in 
the context of interwar Paris, combined to construct his body as a ‘flashpoint’ for 
a group of ‘privileged [largely white] gay men who sought to distance themselves’ 
from the heterosexist precepts of Surrealist discourse (2017, p. 57). Among 
these were Platt Lynes, Cocteau, Carl Van Vechten and Pavel Tchelitchew. 
Fig. 4.53. Messel, O. (undated, 
1930s) François (Féral) Benga. 
Contact print. Approximately 2 3/8 
x 2 3/8 inches (6 x 6 cm). Stored 
in plastic slipcover with envelope 
labelled ‘Unmarked’ ‘Leslie 
Howard & Merle Oberon x 2’. 
Photographed by Bench, P. 26th 
June 2018. Bristol: Oliver Messel 
Archive, Theatre Collection at The 
University of Bristol. 
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Tchelitchew painted Messel’s lover Peter Watson at Ashcombe where he was 
also photographed with Messel. He drew Tennant and his drawing of a male nude 
was kept by Tennant until the end of his life (Sotheby’s, 1987). The presence 
of photographs of Benga in Messel’s archive are new evidence of Messel’s 
connection to a transatlantic group of ‘homosexuals who influenced each other’s 
work and shared in a love of men and masculine beauty manifested through their 
art’ (Smalls, 2017, p. 57). 
Black subjects appear in Messel’s portrait drawings and paintings throughout 
his life, a feature of his corpus conventionally attributed to Philpot’s mentorship 
(Castle, 1986). This feature of his practice is also situated by his friendship with 
Nancy Cunard, a writer and campaigner for racial equality. His early theatre 
costumes included masks that conformed to interwar racial stereotypes but as in 
figure 3.11 in Chapter Three, he also produced realistic, sympathetic renderings 
and other masks which responded to contemporaneous western artists’ interest 
in African art. Tennant and Whistler included black subjects infrequently in their 
works. Tennant’s book Leaves from a Missionary’s Notebook: The Adventures of 
Felix Littlejohn (1929, republished in 1986), includes exaggerated and sexualised 
illustrations of racial stereotypes. Themes of this text echo the prejudices that 
contextualised Benga’s performances and audiences. Tennant’s biographer 
understands that this text was directed by Tennant’s reading of Firbank’s novel 
Caprice (1917), and proposes that Tennant identified with this queer author of 
a prior generation (Hoare, 1990). That Tennant’s book was republished in 1986 
with a summary describing it as ‘ahead of its time’, but that it was also banned 
from some libraries because of its racial stereotyping (Hoare, 1990), highlights the 
shifting nature of a discourse on racism in 1980s Britain. 
As well as reflecting common interwar British prejudices and representations, 
I read Tennant’s interest in exoticised caricatures as a redirected articulation 
of his queer sexuality. I propose that he deployed ostensibly heterosexual 
characterisations, because his queer identity development was socially and 
culturally restricted. The narrative and comic intention of his book hinges on the 
cultural displacement and (hetero)sexual insufficiency of a white British male 
missionary. I situate this against interwar fears about degradation of British men, 
which informed dress reform movements. This discourse positioned British 
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masculinity as weakened by the social gains of women and feeble in comparison 
to other cultures regarded in white western discourse as primitive (Bourke, 1996). 
Tennant’s text relishes the opportunities such rhetoric offers for mocking British 
heterosexual and religious conventions, which otherwise circumscribed queer 
expression. 
Whistler’s early depictions of black subjects are similarly rooted in a fantasy visual 
language, although his later works include a realistic and sympathetic portrait of 
a black boy, Sonny Grant (1936). Unlike Tennant, I do not read Whistler’s early 
depictions of black subjects as a redirection of queer desire onto an alternative 
marginalised social group, but as part of his preferred visual language of the 
eighteenth century. This includes the depiction of liveried servants in his 19 Hill 
Street and Port Lympne murals, as well as his depiction of an enslaved child 
in the Tate mural. As I detail in Chapter Three, much of Whistler’s work does 
not invite readings of his emotional engagement with sitters or real scenarios, 
unlike Messel’s portraits. Following Laurence Whistler’s (1985) observation of the 
innocuous quality of Whistler’s drawings of battle scenes, his depictions of black 
subjects draw on themes of historical reality but transpose them into a language 
of child-like humour. I propose this evidences Whistler’s method of avoiding and 
diluting the pain of real life experience, which I read as a camp strategy. 
The Tate mural and the racial stereotypes it includes, appealed to interwar white 
British audiences but are offensive to twenty-first-century viewers. An online 
petition initiated in summer 2020 demanded the removal of the Tate mural or the 
closure of the restaurant in that space. The Tate’s ethics committee subsequently 
deemed the mural offensive (Bakare, 2020). This contemporary discussion points 
up the contingencies associated with the works I assess and their reception. 
Whistler and Tennant’s depictions of ethnic and racial minorities reflected the 
racism that permeated interwar British culture and which was yoked to concepts 
of sexuality, nationhood and patriotism, formed in relation to British colonial 
history and the legacy of slavery. Writing for the Telegraph (8th December 2020), 
Alastair Sooke offers his contention that Whistler was critiquing imperialist racist 
sentiment by using irony in the Tate mural. As in my reading, Sooke states that 
‘the mood isn’t sincere, but arch’ and points to other ‘disturbing details...[such as] 
a drowning child’ (2020). I do not interpret the Tate mural as a direct critique on 
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social and class-based 1920s British mores, but follow that Whistler complicates 
any simple reading with such details. I read this ambiguity in relation to his 
interest in vanitas imagery, which I discuss in Chapter Five. In depicting scenes 
with undertones of distress amongst frivolity, I contend that Whistler expressed 
his experience of queer subjectivity in interwar Britain, his visual excesses 
underscored by threat and shame.
Some of Messel’s embodied improvised performances correspond to Benga’s 
‘comic drag homage to Baker, topless and donning a grass skirt’ (Smalls, 2017, p. 
44). This is evident in several photographs in his albums and film footage spliced 
to that in which Tennant acted, which I discuss above (fig. 4.29). In such instances 
I propose Messel drew on the comic possibilities of a cross-gender performance, 
overlaid with signifiers of racial difference, Parisian fashion, as well as Benga’s 
queerness and homoerotic appeal. In figures 4.52 and 4.53 Benga is shirtless 
but not overtly eroticised or exoticised. He poses with dissonant props to surreal 
and comic effect. This construction resembles photographs Van Vechten took 
of Benga in 1937. The prop with a wheat motif that Benga holds in figure 4.53 
was part of Messel’s sister Anne’s fancy dress for the Austrian Legation Ball in 
1934, as a photograph in her archive documents. Figure 4.52 and further variants 
evidence that Benga was photographed against several backgrounds within 
Messel’s studio. These include a sculpture from the set of Helen! (1932) (fig. 
4.53). The Helen! sculpture appears in images by queer photographer, Barbara 
Ker-Seymer, which illustrate a feature on Messel and his studio in The Sketch 
(10th February 1932, p. 250). The same sculpture is the backdrop for Beaton’s 
photograph of Anne Messel wearing a Charles James ensemble (1935), preserved 
in her archive. 
Drawing on my knowledge of Messel’s broader corpus and biographical 
commentary on his and Benga’s lives, I propose that figures 4.52 and 4.53 
evidence a creative, collaborative, affective exchange in Messel’s studio at 
a particular moment in the early 1930s. The similarity between Messel’s and 
Van Vechten’s photographs of Benga suggests they draw on the same visual 
language and implied confidence between sitter and photographer. Smalls 
understands Benga’s undress in Van Vechten’s photographs as correlating 
with ‘a bodily presence with “Africa” as an exotic/erotic ideal’ (2017, p. 55). I 
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am informed by this perspective in addition to the context provided by other 
images of Benga. Prominent in these is Benga’s nearly-naked pose with a 
sabre, an image construction related to a specific dance in his repertoire and 
one that was published in magazines, formed the basis of Richmond Barthé’s 
sculpture of Benga (1935) and which Benga used on the covers of menus for his 
own restaurant (Smalls, 2017). In view of this, I propose that it is unsurprising 
for either Benga or Messel to want to include Benga’s exposed body in figures 
4.52 and 4.53. Smalls proposes that ‘it is Benga, rather than Van Vechten, who 
seems actively to fashion himself in various ways in these portraits—as sensual, 
playful’ (2017, p. 55). I follow this interpretation in relation to figures 4.52 and 4.53 
but understand them as less contrived than Small’s reading of Van Vechten’s 
works. I acknowledge Messel’s position of power as a privileged white man, the 
photographer and the owner of the studio but also account for Benga’s agency, 
which is situated by his popularity and financial success by the 1930s. Viewed as 
a series (fig. 4.52), I contend that these photographs demonstrate the importance 
of the photography session as an occasion for enjoyable queer performance 
important to Messel and Benga’s queer subject-formation. This reading is 
supported by Messel’s own naked queer performances as above and the series of 
photographs of a young, shirtless, white man posing with props, which I discuss 
in Chapter Three (fig. 3.11). 
Fig. 4.54. Beaton, C. (1927) 
Stephen Tennant. Gelatin silver 
print. Image sent digitally by 
the archive, 18th April 2019. 
Dimensions unavailable because of 
coronavirus restrictions. London: 
Copyright of The Cecil Beaton 
Studio Archive at Sotheby’s.
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Figure 4.54 demonstrates a different but co-existent form of queer body-
display to Messel’s presentation and representations of other subjects. It is 
contextualised by a series of connected discourses on health, gender and 
sexuality, which like Tennant’s Aestheticism were rooted in historical concepts as 
well as interwar cultural narratives. The backdrop of figure 4.54, its photographer 
and Tennant’s pose, correspond to the protocols of interwar fashion photography 
and Beaton’s photographs of aristocratic women in particular. In this mould, 
Tennant occupies the cross-gendered role of a society beauty, which was his 
childhood ambition (Hoare, 1990), while eliding this construction with queer 
body display akin to Messel’s presentation in figure 4.51. Unlike Messel’s 
body presentation and photographs of Benga, figure 4.54 exposes Tennant’s 
frailty. Following letters to Beaton in which Tennant suggests ways he could be 
photographed, I read this and other Beaton portraits of Tennant as collaboratively 
constructed. The value Tennant placed on his thin physique is referred to 
repeatedly in his biography and letters to Beaton. As in camp strategies that value 
things differently, I propose Tennant asserted a self-narrative that constructed 
his real ill-health and thinness as desirable. In seeming contradiction and in a 
cross-gendered identification, Tennant also engaged in discourses of the healthy 
body promoted to women, by tanning and dieting (Hoare, 1990). Thinness is part 
of broader discourse which constructed tuberculosis as a cultural metaphor for 
other attributes and appearances. As a tuberculosis sufferer, I contend that such 
narratives and their signifiers offered Tennant a way to understand and construct 
his identity and visual language in ways that overlapped with, diverted attention 
from and gave license to, his queer subjectivity. 
In Susan Sontag’s (1977) outline, tuberculosis has been culturally linked to 
aristocratic glamour, passivity, creative sensitivity and the contravention 
of bourgeois expectations. This relates to my discussion of poetic queer 
masculinities above and in Chapter Two. Sontag (1977) asserts that a vestige of 
the tubercular look shaped the twentieth-century women’s fashion for thinness 
because of such associations. I propose that figure 4.54 is evidence that Tennant 
constructed the representation of his tubercular body as feminine, fashionable 
and aristocratic. Tuberculosis ‘was conceived as a variant of the disease of love’ 
and as a metaphor it:
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...was rich enough to provide for two contradictory applications. It 
described the death of someone (like a child) thought to be too “good” to 
be sexual…It was also a way of describing sexual feelings—while lifting 
the responsibility for libertinism which is blamed on a state of objective, 
physiological decadence or deliquescence.
(Sontag, 1977, p. 25-26)
Sexual purity, youth and beauty are linked in this tradition and feature heavily in 
Tennant’s queer visual language, influencing and supported by Whistler. This is 
demonstrated by Whistler’s drawing of Colin, the sick child from the children’s 
novel, The Secret Garden (1911), which remained with Tennant until his death 
(Sotheby’s, 1987). Sontag explains that the poet Byron understood a tubercular 
appearance added to his personal charisma and quotes Shelley who ‘consoled 
Keats that “this consumption is a disease particularly fond of people who write 
such good verses as you have done…”’ (1977, p. 32). I contend that the queer 
poets Tennant admired offered him a template for projecting and supporting 
his identity construction as an exceptional talent with alluring physical appeal, 
structured on historical precepts that overlapped with contemporaneous feminine 
ideals in contravention of valorised interwar masculinities. Such queer identity 
performance is distant from later twentieth-century discourse on health and 
sexuality and relates to ‘the specter of a sad and pathetic homosexuality’ which 
gay liberation movements strove to exorcise (Halperin, 2012, p. 75). 
Conclusion
Drawing on the historical contexts, methods and theories I outlined in 
Chapters One, Two and Three, this chapter was the first of three to focus on 
primary material. In this chapter I analysed Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s 
self-presentational strategies and their representations of other people, 
demonstrating links between these men and across diverse sources. I developed 
queer readings of Tennant and Whistler’s dressed presentation by examining, 
comparing and contextualising visual and written sources. This established 
that their respective forms of self-styling were closely linked and contravened 
or reshaped conventional expectations of interwar masculinity, within particular 
limitations and for expected audiences. I examined historical and biographical 
commentary, demonstrating the way narratives attached to Whistler in particular 
have attempted to distance him from the taint of queer subjectivity, while 
simultaneously suggesting its presence. 
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Giving focus to Whistler and Tennant’s drawings, I demonstrated that these men 
were attracted to queer archetypes and themes of male effeminacy and queer 
desire. I progressed to analyse the fancy dress and costumes associated with 
these men. Concentrating on Messel, I outlined close links between his personal 
fancy dress and his professional work, arguing that his queer subjectivity was 
significant to both. I demonstrated that these men were drawn to styles of 
historical dress and comportment that provided opportunities for queer identity 
performance not otherwise sanctioned in interwar Britain. These enabled them to 
temporarily resist contemporaneous ideals and conventions of masculinity. Finally, 
I compared the way these men performed identity in their undressed appearance. 
Situating their self-presentations against interwar and earlier discourses, I 
demonstrated that they were drawn to related but different co-existent queer 
male identities and narratives. In this chapter I proposed that Tennant, Messel 
and Whistler gravitated towards particular spaces, occasions and networks with 
the competencies to read and support their queer visual language and identity 
formation. I expand on these themes by analysing exterior spaces in Chapter Five 
and interiors in Chapter Six.
182
Chapter Five
Queer Art and Queer Exterior Spaces
Introduction
This chapter examines Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s queer visual language 
by analysing represented and real outdoor spaces connected to these men. I 
situate examples drawn from their corpuses and biographies in relation to art 
history, their artistic contemporaries and social networks. This complements 
my attention to people and interiors in Chapters Four and Six respectively. My 
analysis is informed by theories outlined in the first three chapters, particularly 
those of cultural value discussed in Chapter Two and identification detailed in 
Chapter Three. To gauge the queer interwar reception and historical positioning 
of these men and their works, I begin by situating them within gendered interwar 
artistic discourse and critiquing histories that have marginalised queer artists. 
Extending this contextual research, I elaborate on the significance of queer and 
queer-accepting collaborative networks to the development of the visual language 
I identify. Focusing on landscapes in Whistler’s corpus, I situate these men and 
develop queer readings of their visual culture by comparing their identities and 
works with selected close contemporaries. I progress to examine the queer 
metaphorical appeal of Arcadian imagery to Tennant, Messel and Whistler, by 
way of Foucault’s concept of heterotopias and further critique of biographical 
commentary. In this discussion I develop queer readings by examining 
established narratives that link Whistler to Nicolas Poussin. I also provide the 
first academic analysis of a recently rediscovered painting by Whistler. This 
chapter ends by examining real and imagined architecture important to Tennant, 
Messel and Whistler’s visual language. In my analysis, I link the iconography they 
deployed to queer histories, spaces and people, while developing interpretations 
that construe particular visual constructs and motifs as metaphors for queer 
experience.
Art History and the Marginalisation of Queer Comparisons
Tennant, Messel and Whistler worked predominantly in Britain, often outside 
definitions of fine art and their works do not conform to canonical artistic 
groups or manifestos. I contend this contributed to their exclusion from relevant 
183
art histories of interwar realist painting, obfuscating my search for close 
comparisons. I draw on Edward Lucie-Smith’s (1985) and Brendan Prendeville’s 
(2000) art histories as prominent overviews of under-researched interwar realist 
painting that shares features with Whistler’s works in particular. Lucie-Smith’s 
(1985) and Prendeville’s (2000) research is structured along geo-political lines, 
linking places to artistic movements, styles and subjects. For example, German 
Neue Sachlikeit (New Objectivity) is linked to disenfranchised subcultures and 
Italian Magic Realism is characterised by dreamlike images and classical motifs. 
French Neo-Romanticism and Surrealism are yoked to themes of displacement 
that challenge conventional expectations of everyday spaces and objects, while 
North American painters’ subjects include urban isolation and industry. Tennant, 
Messel and Whistler are missed in these accounts and popular twentieth-century 
British art histories, which focus on and have valued works most easily read 
as progressive, avant-garde and/or modernist (Harrison, 1981; Spalding, 1996 
[1986]). I benefit from academic discourse that opened the field to marginalised 
figures by acknowledging that ‘the conventional movement-based history of 
modern art makes clear the inherent limitations and even contradictions of the 
approach’ and its ‘problems of definitional clarity’ (Brettell, 1999, p. 47). 
Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s early visual work was made in a period and place, 
which understood against European art movements, has been thought of as 
artistically stagnant:
The 1920s had been a torpid period in English art. The conservatism 
that affected the visual arts throughout Europe after World War I was 
especially strongly felt in England. The avant-garde impulse that had briefly 
surfaced just as the war began – an impulse typified by Vorticism – did not 
survive the conflict. During the decade that followed the war, enlightened 
English opinion on the visual arts was largely formed by members of the 
Bloomsbury group. 
(Lucie-Smith, 1985, p. 166)
Lucie-Smith (1985) prioritises avant-garde Vorticism over unspecified 
conservatism, a quality ascribed to Whistler’s work (Powers, 2013). He highlights 
the significance of Bloomsbury artists but later describes Vorticist painter 
Wyndham Lewis’s antagonism to them. Reed (2011) stresses that Lewis criticised 
Bloomsbury artworks as feminine and aligned with Wildean Aestheticism, which 
had become associated with male homosexual identities. Bloomsbury artworks’ 
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stress on decorative appeal is closer to Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s visual 
language than Vorticist abstraction. James Saslow offers one explanation, 
stating that for ‘gays and lesbians…image making was…a path to self-definition 
on which experimental abstraction offered little help’ (Saslow, 1999, p. 230). 
I contend that Tennant, Messel and Whistler were drawn to a visual language 
characterised as feminine/effeminate in this discourse, while being repelled by 
Lewis’s masculinist rhetoric and associated Vorticist style.
 
 
Saslow states that ‘gays and lesbians…found the most congenial outlets for 
self exploration in realism, or in experiments with psychological introspection’ 
(Saslow, 1999, p. 208). Echoing queer’s ambiguity, realism ‘was constantly open 
to negotiation’ but ‘is the term through which it is most possible to cross-refer 
between different art forms of the 1920s and 1930s’ (Prendeville, 2000, p. 54). 
Prendeville isolates two constants:
Fig. 5.1. Whistler, R. (1936-8) Dining-
Room at Plas Newydd (mural). Oil paint 
on canvas on wall. Main wall: 12 ft 6 in 
x 47 ft (3.81 x 14.33 m), end walls: 12 ft 
6 in x 17 ft 8 in (3.81 x 5.38 m). Figure 
shows most of long wall and part of one 
end wall. Long wall faces windows and 
mirror tiles. Photographed by Bench, P. 
6th June 2018. Anglesey: Plas Newydd. 
Fig. 5.2. Whistler, R. 
(1936-8) Detail of Plas 
Newydd Mural. Oil 
paint on canvas on 
wall. See centre of large 
mural panel in figure 
5.1. Photographed by 
Bench, P. 6th June 2018. 
Anglesey: Plas Newydd.
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One is an insistence on technique, ranging from the reaffirmation of 
traditional methods, to the redefinition of art as “production”. The other is 
that painters of the period dwelt acutely on the boundary between art and 
life. 
(Prendeville, 2000, p. 55)
Historical themes and Whistler’s pristine painting style are situated by this 
turn towards tradition and realism (fig. 5.1 and 5.2). Realism could include 
classicism but also encompassed ‘outright traditionalists…[as well as] promoters 
of a universalizing modernism’ (Prendeville, 2000, p. 55). The importance of 
technique was made explicit in Giorgio de Chirico’s article ‘The Return of 
Craftsmanship’ (1919) for the journal Valori plastici (Prendeville, 2000). Though 
diverse, the realisms of European artists such as de Chirico, Andre Derain, Felice 
Casorati, Rudolf Schlichter and Christian Schad appeal to the viewer through 
an iconography of the familiar, the past and the theatre. These artists depicted 
tableaux that suggest the suspension of time and atmospheres of tension. As 
in many of Whistler’s paintings, signs of the artist’s hand are erased in highly 
finished surfaces (fig. 5.2). The way such realist painting represents people, 
spaces and objects invites audiences to read them as symbols, evoking ‘themes 
of Sigmund Freud’s essay on “The Uncanny”, published in 1919. The sense of 
an uncanny or dream-like reality, as if moulded by anxiety or desire, pervades 
the painting of the 1920s and 1930s’ (Prendeville, 2000, p. 55). Whistler’s use 
of trompe l’oeil (optical illusion) painting techniques, Messel’s theatre sets and 
Tennant’s poetry, exhibit dynamic relationships between reality, artifice and 
dreamlike worlds. Works by these men do not invite readings of introspective 
anxiety, although as below I detect themes of frustration. They emphasised 
fantasy using displaced but recognisable historic iconography, designed to 
appeal to broad popular audiences of the theatre or wealthy private clients, for 
example (fig. 5.2). This is unsurprising in view of their class positions, social 
networks, locales, commercial and/or domestic imperatives and the illegality of 
male homosexuality, which rendered queer self-revelation a risk.
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Glyn Philpot tutored Messel after his short attendance at the Slade and influenced 
his artistic direction and techniques (Messel, 2011). An image of Philpot’s 
Resting Acrobats (undated) appears in Tennant’s scrapbook and Philpot painted 
a mural for the previous owners of Tennant’s London home, Mulberry House. 
Like Whistler, Philpot was commissioned by Philip Sassoon to decorate Port 
Lympne. I interpret Philpot’s Repose on the Flight into Egypt (1922) (fig. 5.3) and 
Oedipus Replying to the Sphinx (1931) as inflected with Freudian theories of 
the subconscious, as well as drawing on an iconography of earlier queer artists 
such as Gustav Moreau, who painted Oedipus and the Sphinx (1884) (Reed, 
2011). Figure 5.3 establishes an atmosphere of foreboding with a dark palette, 
tilted perspective and oblique signification. Taking a biblical theme, it includes 
a classical satyr and an Egyptian sphinx, which I read respectively as signifying 
promiscuous sex and inscrutability. Cocteau’s play The Infernal Machine (1934) 
had sets designed by Christian Bérard, drew on the Oedipus myth and included 
a sphinx. This context and imagery relates to Tennant’s network, drawings and 
writings, which feature astrological, classical and Egyptian motifs and names such 
as Osiris, Dionysus, Venus, Aquarius, Orion and Saturn (see fig. 5.18). Tennant 
titled his book of published poetry My Brother Aquarius: Poems (1961). Osiris 
and Dionysus are associated with Antinous, whom I discuss as queer below. The 
Roman emperor Hadrian named a constellation after his male lover Antinous. 
This constellation has subsequently been redefined and renamed in a history and 
taxonomy that links to Aquarius and the additional queer narrative of Ganymede’s 
abduction by Zeus. The psycho-sexual unease of Philpot’s Repose painting is 
absent from most works by Whistler but relates to his staging of desolation in 
In the Wilderness (1939) (fig. 5.32), discussed below. Satyr-like figures recur in 
Whistler’s works and the imagery and atmosphere of Philpot’s painting (fig. 5.3) 
Fig. 5.3. Philpot, G. (1922) 
Repose on the Flight into 
Egypt. Oil paint on canvas. 
Support: 29 1/2 x 45 1/2 x 
1 inches (74.9 x 116.1 x 2.5 
cm). Gallery ref. T11861. 
London: Tate Britain. 






is similar to that of Tennant’s unpublished poem Orion Above Old Thorn Tree 
(undated): 
No, I cannot find my solitude, even in desolate places.
While the old wind [added: the unneglected wind] poor penniless
Commoner witless hermit – traces his
Wandering hand over my young body – seeking star patterns.
Clues, archaic signs, riddles, marvels, under the lovely night sky...
(Tennant, undated)
In this section of Tennant’s unpublished handwritten poem, I contend that 
queer sexuality is expressed metaphorically because direct expression was 
socially curtailed. I read it as demonstrating his exploration of queer identity, 
exercised through diverse available discourses of his present and the past, which 
foreground themes of gender, age, time, spirituality, class and desire. The secrecy 
of darkness, the ambiguity of ‘archaic signs’ and the insubstantiality of wind 
allude to and express, qualities of the closet I discuss in Chapter Two and themes 
of transcendence I detail below. 
Philpot is absent from Prendeville’s Realism in 20th Century Painting (2000), 
Frances Spalding’s British Art Since 1900 (1996 [1986]) and Charles Harrison’s 
English Art and Modernism 1900-1939 (1981). Lucie-Smith briefly explains 
that Philpot’s final works were ‘heavily dependent on...Picasso’ (1985, p. 179). 
Unlike Philpot, Picasso’s heterosexual relationships have contributed to his 
artistic identity and historiography. While Philpot has been eclipsed in overviews 
of interwar British art, Christopher Wood’s (1901-1930) queer subjectivity has 
been ambivalently recorded. Wood, Messel, Whistler, Bérard, Ada Peacock 
and Doris Zinkeisen were all commissioned to design scenery and costumes 
for Charles B. Cochran’s 1930 Revue, written by Beverley Nichols. I discuss 
Messel’s Highlander costume for scene thirteen of this revue in Chapter Four. 
Unlike Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s participation in nebulous but meaningful 
social and creative circles, Wood belonged to named artistic factions including 
The London Group, The Seven and Five Society and the St Ives artists (Ingleby, 
1995). Adopting avant-garde styles could act as a cover for queer subjectivity 
associated with Bloomsbury femininity and/or expose the spurious nature of the 
gendered discourse. Wood’s historical narrative has been shaped by association 
with Ben and Winifred Nicholson and Jim and Helen Ede, whose marriages imply 
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normative sexuality. This subsumes the significance of Wood’s queer networks 
and commercial activity, distancing him from the taint of queer subjectivity. 
In Spalding’s account, Wood’s queer sexuality is relegated to ambiguous 
suggestion:
...by emphasizing his response to the physical nature of objects, Wood 
succeeded in conveying a sense of heightened awareness. Drugs may 
have played their part, for under Cocteau’s influence Wood had taken 
opium which may have indirectly caused his death in 1930: at the age of 
twenty-nine he fell under an express train at Salisbury station.
(Spalding, 1996 [1986], p. 67)
Spalding implies that Cocteau, whose homosexual relationships and homoerotic 
works are recorded, is aligned with Wood’s literal and metaphorical downfall. Her 
focus on opiates to explain Wood’s ‘heightened awareness’ and her tentative 
use of ‘fell’, masks and codes Wood’s queer subjectivity and probable suicide 
(Faulks, 1996). Reflecting on his homosexuality in the early twentieth century, 
Kevin Porter and Jeffrey Weeks’ oral history participant stated that ‘[a]ll this 
business about being…far more artistic…is a load of old rubbish. We might be 
far more “conscious”, but only because we have to be’ (1991, p. 142). Spalding 
acknowledges that heightened consciousness is significant to artistic process. 
David Halperin expands:
...straight men do not routinely regard masculinity as a style, nor do they 
consider their own impersonation of straight men to be a performance. 
They do not have a conscious consciousness of embodying a social form.
(Halperin, 2012, p. 196)
Drawn together, these perspectives expect the heightened awareness of queer 
artists to be evident in their works, while explaining identity and art production 
as interlinked practices of style. As an artistic style, New Objectivity is predicated 
on readings of the artist’s emotional distance and intense observation. Interwar 
British artists practicing this style include Gluck and Meredith Frampton, whose 
works have been characterised as stylish, crystalline and airless (Souhami, 2013 
[1988]; Morphet, 1982; Spalding 1996 [1986]). Recent reappraisal has focused 
on Gluck’s relationships with women and gender non-conformity (de la Haye and 
Pel, 2017), while Frampton’s life and works remain under-researched. Tennant, 
Messel and Whistler’s visual language shares the dreamlike, decorative quality of 
Gluck and Frampton’s paintings but not their austerity and psychological tension. 
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In contrast to Gluck and Frampton, I contend that Tennant, Messel and Whistler 
achieved authorial distance through a queer visual language that enabled them ‘to 
remain wittily aloof from earnest self-revelation’ (Reed, 2011, p. 117). This alludes 
to the open secret of a queerness, which announces its presence while denying 
its intentions. I propose Tennant, Messel and Whistler have been insufficiently 
attended to by art historians and critics because their works invite interpretation 
as being unserious. I read their stress on frivolity as a queer move of pre-emptive 
self-defence, which I discuss as camp in Chapter Two. Andrew Graham-Dixon’s 
review of Whistler’s work exhibited in Rex Whistler: The Triumph of Fancy at 
Brighton Museum and Art Gallery (2006), is a prominent example of open 
antipathy to Whistler’s works. Graham-Dixon struggles to place Whistler’s style, 
expressing indignation at the ‘indigestible amalgam of styles pastiched together’ 
and describing his painting of the Dudley-Ward sisters (1933) as an ‘astonishingly 
unpleasant and inept daub’, an inaccurate description of a highly finished, stylised 
painting (Graham-Dixon, 2006). 
Fig. 5.5. Whistler, R. (c. 1935) The Triumph 
of Neptune Carpet (detail). Probably wool. 
See figure 5.4. Designed for Edward 
James, woven at Wilton Royal Carpet 
Factory. Photographed by Bench, P. 
21st May 2018. Sussex: Edward James 
Foundation at West Dean.
Fig. 5.4. Whistler, R. (c. 1934-5) The 
Triumph of Neptune Carpet. Probably 
wool. Approximately 18 ft 1 in x 12 ft (5.76 
x 3.66 m). Designed for Edward James, 
woven at Wilton Royal Carpet Factory. 
Photographed by Bench, P. 21st May 
2018. Sussex: Edward James Foundation 
at West Dean.
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In addition to art historical comparisons and in contrast to Graham-Dixon 
(2006), I interpret Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s visual language in relation to 
their networks. They were connected to the Sitwells’ coterie, which included 
people with diverse sexual identities and artistic specialisms (Bradford, 1994). 
The pantomimic ballet The Triumph of Neptune (1926) was one nexus of this 
network’s collaboration. Lord Berners composed the ballet’s music, the libretto 
was by Sacheverell Sitwell and Lifar danced in the production. All these men were 
friends with Tennant, Messel and Whistler. I discuss Whistler’s portrait of Berners 
in Chapter Three (fig. 3.7) and Messel’s Highlander costume for Lifar in Chapter 
Four. Neptune figures recur in Whistler’s corpus, as on the carpet he designed for 
queer poet Edward James (figs. 5.4 and 5.5) and in his Port Lympne mural (fig. 
5.39 below). 
Remnants of Whistler’s Lavington Park mural have eluded critical attention 
because they are incomplete and not publicly accessible. They include a now 
defaced lascivious Neptune ‘ogling a lovely mermaid’ who has now ‘been painted 
out’ (Whistler and Fuller, 1960, p. 111) (fig. 5.6). Neptune is absent in Whistler’s 
Plas Newydd mural but is signalled by his crown, trident and wet footprints (fig. 
5.2). The dancer Tilly Losch’s wet footprints were the basis of another carpet 
design for Edward James, to whom she was married but who she alleged was 
homosexual in their divorce proceedings (Coleby, 1998). Losch wore Messel’s 
costumes in The Miracle (1932) and photographs in Messel’s album record them 
together at Ashcombe. Neptune imagery is shared with Wood’s painting Ulysses 
and the Sirens (or Mermaids) (1929), while this subject is linked to Whistler’s 
Ulysses’ Farewell to Penelope (1932-3), discussed below. A Neptune narrative 
and composition similar to figures 5.5 and 5.39 was deployed in a photographic 
Fig. 5.6. Whistler, R. (c. 1938) 
Mural Remnant from the Former 
Bathroom at Lavington Park, 
Sussex. Oil paint on wall surface. 
Now approximately 39 x 56 inches 
(99.06 x 142.24 cm), originally 
56 x 84 inches (142.24 x 213.36 
cm). Photographed by Bench, P. 
18th December 2018. Sussex: 
Lavington Park.
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self-portrait by the queer photographer Angus McBean (1939). This image 
and Whistler’s iterations of Neptune riding a seashell relate to my discussion 
of Ludwig II in Chapter Six. I propose that the queer appeal of such imagery 
resides in the construct of a naked or nearly-naked figure riding a seashell, which 
has been deployed in depictions of both male and female bodies. Whistler and 
McBean select Neptune as a securely masculine figure but their compositions 
and iconography hold on to close visual correspondences with Sandro Botticelli’s 
The Birth of Venus (1485-86).
 
I propose that the theatre welcomed many queer men and other people whose 
identities were otherwise non-conformist, while as I describe in Chapter Two, 
the reception of theatre and theatrical professions was changing in the interwar 
years. Virginia Nicholson (2003) explains that Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes shifted 
the traditional focus on female ballerinas as the objects of male desire, by newly 
prioritising male dancers and inviting queer male gazes. Diaghilev’s ballets were 
well received by many audiences and critics but the company’s performances 
were censored in North America and Nijinsky was derided as effeminate (Woods, 
2016). Picasso worked with the Ballets Russes and developed a close friendship 
with Diaghilev’s choreographer and possible lover Léonide Massine. Massine 
briefly taught Tennant to dance and in later life had multiple relationships with 
women (Hoare, 1990, p. 81). Picasso’s artistic network also included queer figures 
such as Max Jacob, Jean Cocteau and Gertrude Stein. As in the Sitwell’s circle, 
this demonstrates the complexity of artistic communities and the insufficiency of 
binary identity categorisations. 
 
Fig. 5.7. Photograph by Sasha (May 1930) Mr. 
Cochran’s Young Men!. Magazine tear sheet 
from Britannia and Eve, p. 58. Approximately 
8 1/4 x 11 3/4 inches (21 x 29.7 cm). Label 
for Romeike Curtice attached, indicating it 
was sent to Whistler by a professional press 
service. No named author. Photographed by 
Bench, P. 8th January 2019. Salisbury: Rex 
Whistler Archive at The Salisbury Museum.
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While acknowledging such complexity, I highlight evidence pointing towards 
queer British theatre impresario Charles Cochran’s employment and promotion 
of queer men and women artists. I propose this relates to Cochran’s affinity 
with the identities and social positioning of these groups in contradistinction to 
conventional masculinity. In light of Halperin’s (2012) research, I contend that 
these artists produced an appropriately theatrical visual language in relation to 
their positions outside standard masculinity, which directed their understanding 
that identities are performances. A magazine tear sheet in Whistler’s archive 
(fig. 5.7) titled ‘Mr. Cochran’s Young Men!’ demonstrates the queerness of 
Cochran’s coterie and evidences the way these men and their works were 
contemporaneously linked. The photograph’s caption uses particular language 
to assert conventional gender binaries and suggest heterosexuality, which I 
read as a cover for the group’s queerness. It describes ‘clever male lieutenants’ 
against Cochran’s ‘charming and comely Young Ladies’. The men depicted 
include Messel, Whistler, Nichols, Wood, Henri Sauguet, Boris Kochno, Vivian 
Ellis, Ralph Reader, Roland Leigh, Bérard and George Balanchine. Of this group 
Nichols, Kochno, Wood, Leigh and Bérard are connected to Tennant, Messel and 
Whistler’s network and in so far as male-male relationships are an index of queer 
subjectivity, I interpret these men as queer. Sauget had a long-term male partner 
and Vivian Ellis is named among the ‘gay men [who] were powerful in the British 
theatre of the forties and fifties’ (Rebellato, 1999, p. 163). 
I contend that Tennant, Messel and Whistler occupy a position in what Saslow 
describes as a queer tradition visible in early twentieth-century culture in which, 
‘patterns of subject and style were becoming hereditary in lesbian (and gay male) 
culture’ (1999, p. 230). Alan Powers (2013) considers the interwar and later artists 
Roland Pym, Martin Battersby, Felix Kelly, William McLaren, Richard Shirley 
Smith and Graham Rust as following Whistler’s style. I propose that in isolating 
these artists, Powers points euphemistically towards queer identities and a 
visual language I elaborate on in this thesis as queer. Pym trained at the Slade, 
worked for the Russian ballet and never married. Battersby’s partner was Paul 
Watson and in common with Whistler he specialised in trompe l’oeil painting and 
designed theatre sets. Like Messel, Battersby was interested in masks. Kelly’s 
partner was garden designer Vernon Russell-Smith. McLaren has been discussed 
as a queer artist and like Whistler, illustrated queer author Beverley Nichols’ 
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garden themed books. In common with Whistler, Shirley Smith attended the 
Slade, spent time in Rome and painted murals. Shirley Smith married Juliet Wood 
and knew Laurence Whistler. Shirley Smith’s favoured motifs of classical ruins 
and shells abound across Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s corpuses. I make queer 
readings of such imagery below and in Chapter Six. Rust painted murals and 
produced commercial needlepoint designs. Embroidery is a culturally feminised 
pursuit also linked to queer identities, as in Nancy Mitford’s Love in a Cold 
Climate (1949) and in relation to actor Ernest Thesiger’s needlework practices 
(McBrinn, 2017). Along with Messel and Whistler, Thesiger was one of Tennant 
and Olivia Wyndham’s guests at the party I discuss in Chapter Two. He was also 
a key member of the dress reform committee I highlight in Chapter Four and was 
painted by William Bruce Ellis Ranken and John Singer Sargent, artists I discuss 
in Chapter Six.
Landscapes and Artistic Contemporaries 
In the 1920s Tennant, Messel and Whistler operated within a culture in which 
artists ‘envisioned Britain sometimes as a pastoral haven and sometimes as a 
multi-coloured pleasure garden’, while by the 1930s ‘the countryside increasingly 
featured as an orderly, worked terrain of farmland and quarry’ (Jeffrey, 1984, p. 
7). These contrasting narratives reflected increased farm and domestic labour 
costs, markets flooded with cheap imported food and taxation, which led to 
the sale or destruction of stately homes (Strong, 1996). The magazine Country 
Life represented these issues to middle-class readers, guiding public attitudes 
towards architecture and landscape through editorial selection (Cornforth, 1988; 
Strong, 1996). In line with Stanley Baldwin’s government, it most consistently 
‘promulgated a vision of the English rural idyll’, which promoted large country 
houses as national symbols (Strong, 1996, p. 122). I propose that the vision of 
landscape and architecture Country Life espoused was inflected with the interests 
of its queer editor between 1933 and 1940, Christopher Hussey (Bloch, 2015). 
It featured spaces and people I interpret as queer, including Port Lympne. This 
history has been shaped by commentators such as John Cornforth and Roy 
Strong, who I read as cohering with the common cultural linkage between queer 
men and historic country houses identified by Will Fellows (2004).
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Fig. 5.10. Ravilious, E. 
(1934) Windmill [wind 
wheel or wind pump]. 
Watercolour and pencil. 
Dimensions unrecorded. 
Private collection. Accessed 




Fig. 5.9. Whistler, R. 
(1926-7) The Pursuit 
of Rare Meats (mural 
detail). Oil paint 
and wax medium 
on canvas on wall. 
Approximately 5 x 
7 ft (1.52 x 2.13 m) 
visible. See figure 5.8. 
London: Tate Britain. 
Photographed by 
Bench, P. 3rd January 
2017. London: Tate 
Britain.
Fig. 5.8. Whistler, R. 
(1926-7) The Pursuit of 
Rare Meats (mural). Oil 
paint and wax medium 
on canvas on wall. 
Main walls: 8 x 54 ft 
(2.44 x 16.46 m), end 
walls: 8 x 32 ft (2.44 
x 9.75 m). London: 
Tate Britain. Accessed 





Tennant, Messel and Whistler, like Country Life, predominantly chose not to 
depict cultural tensions over land, property and modernisation. This is exemplified 
by Whistler’s Tate mural (figs. 5.8 and 5.9). In contrast, contemporary life and 
technology were integral to Edward Wadsworth and Eric Ravilious’ (fig. 5.10) 
pastoral representations, while Stephen Spender’s poem The Pylons (1933) has 
been used to describe this imagery (Jeffrey, 1984; Harris, 2015 [2010]). Whistler’s 
landscapes have no pylons or suburbs and indications of time are destabilised 
by composite constructions and/or are attached to narratives within the artwork, 
not the external world. Whistler’s Tate mural (figs. 5.8, 5.9 and 5.20) was designed 
by him and completed with the assistance of fellow student Nan West (Whistler, 
1985). In this work, modern details are anachronistic and displaced in a fantasy 
narrative. This invites readings humour and dreamlike whimsy directed at the 
refreshment room customers. For example, Whistler includes a bicycle but also 
a unicorn. This camp strategy disclaims ‘any pretence to be taken seriously’ and 
throws ‘a wrench into the machinery of social deprecation’ (Halperin, 2012, p. 
188). 
Wadsworth and Ravilious represented the contemporary observed world in new 
graphic ways, while Whistler reconfigured historical motifs and styles, accenting 
them with humour. Unlike Whistler, Ravilious’ marriage and children prompt 
interpretation that his identity was securely heteronormative (Binyon, 2016 [1983]). 
Paul Nash was friends with Ravilious and the works of both artists invite readings 
of psychological suspense, a factor common to New Objectivity painting. In 
contrast to this realist style, Nash and Ravilious established tension in their works 
by the conspicuous absence of people and a stress on properties such as colour, 
line, texture and shape, which I interpret in relation to Clive Bell’s concept of 
significant form (Bell, 2019 [1914]). Unlike these artists, Whistler’s landscapes 
are usually peopled and emphasise narrative, as do Messel’s theatre designs 
and Tennant’s sailor drawings (fig. 5.11). I associate such characteristics with the 
investments made by these men in fantasies that pointed away from the context 




Whistler completed his education at the Slade and pursued a career as an 
artist, unlike Tennant and Messel. This prompts my comparison of Whistler with 
former Slade students Stanley Spencer and Winifred Knights. Spencer’s The 
Resurrection, Cookham (1924-7) (fig. 5.12) uses his home village as the setting 
for a biblical narrative and has been interpreted as a palliative to military trauma 
(Stevenson, 2018; Jeffrey, 1984). In her painting The Deluge (1920) (fig. 5.13), 
Winifred Knights painted an inhospitable, stylised rural landscape, depicting 
a biblical disaster as a metaphor for contemporary experiences of alienation 
and conflict (Lepine, 2017). Spencer and Knights trained at the Slade and had 
heterosexual relationships but as artists, were positioned outside bourgeois 
middle-class expectations. The earnest intentions and biblical themes of their 
paintings contrast with the Mediterranean landscapes and fantasy narratives of 
Whistler’s murals, Tennant’s drawings and Messel’s theatre designs and murals. 
The visual culture produced by these men is distant from the contemporaneous 
political moment, a characteristic Sontag (1999 [1964]) attributes to camp. More 
recently camp’s relation to the gendered opposition of style/content, has been 
understood as indirect queer political challenge: ‘by taking an ironic distance 
on the ethical-political value of seriousness…camp poses a…political challenge 
to what normally passes for politics’ (Halperin, 2015, p. 195). I interpret many 
of Messel and Whistler’s works as structured by commercial demands and the 
Fig. 5.11. Tennant, S. (undated) 
Venice, Early Morning and 
Other Poems by Stephen 
Tennant. Ink on paper. 
Unframed approximately 13 x 
8 inches (33.02 x 20.32 cm). 
Photographed by Bench, P. 19th 
April 2018. Private collection of 
Volker Eichelmann.
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Fig. 5.13. Knights, W. (1920) The Deluge. Oil paint on canvas. Support: 
152.9 x 183.5 cm. London: Tate Britain. Accessed 29th June 2020 at 
<https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/knights-the-deluge-t05532>
works of all three men as resisting the tone and priorities of masculinist political 
discourse. Their works’ close alignment with a femininity-style equation is queerly 
cross-gendered and I propose contributed to them being undervalued, unlike 
Spencer and Knights, whose paintings have been consecrated by gallery display 
in the Tate.
Fig. 5.12. Spencer, S. (1924-7) The Resurrection, Cookham. Oil paint on canvas. Support: 
108 x 216 inches (274.3 x 548.6 cm). Gallery ref. N04239. London: Tate Britain. Accessed 
29th June 2020 at <https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/spencer-the-resurrection-
cookham-n04239>
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In the interwar years, Tonks at the Slade and the Principal of the Royal College 
of Art, Sir William Rothenstein, promoted mural painting as part of a cultural 
drive towards social improvement that stressed civic duty and communal spaces 
(Powers, 2013). This contextualises Whistler’s first mural commission at the 
Highways Club for Boys in Shadwell (1924-25), for which fellow Slade student 
Mary Adshead was also commissioned. The Times review stated:
The general subject is, rightly for Shadwell, “People enjoying themselves 
in the country,” and, with a general harmony…the interpretation of it by the 
two artists is markedly different. Mr. Whistler is the racier in feeling, Miss 
Adshead…the more poetical; and…recall[s] tapestry designs. 
(Marriott, 1924, p. 7) 
Adshead’s flat, tapestry-like animals and figures have similar poses and floral 
motifs to Botticelli’s Primavera (1477-82) (fig. 5.14). In contrast, Whistler’s large 
panels depict realistic figures in a rural setting with deep perspective (figs. 
5.14, 5.15 and 5.16). His figures are uneasily anchored in their surroundings, 
which I interpret in relation to the tensions between figures and spaces in 
contemporaneous New Objectivity painting (Prendeville, 2000). The Times judged 
the mural successful but Laurence Whistler’s later opinion states that the ‘boys of 
the club will hardly have recognized themselves…[in Whistler’s] naïve attempt to 
blend realism and fantasy’ (1985, p. 70). I contend this description of the mural’s 
failure in addition to its inaccessibility, has directed and limited critical attention. 
The mural was a civic project for a working-class homosocial space and 
audience. As in Chapter Four, working-class men occupied a position of valorised 
and desired masculinity in interwar Britain. In criticising the mural, Laurence 
Whistler implies his brother’s inadequacy in relation to such classed masculinity. 
Fig. 5.14. Unknown photographer 
(1924) Press Clipping Representing 
Two Mural Panels at the Highways 
Club for Boys in Shadwell: Whistler’s 
on Left Side, Mary Adshead’s on Right 
Side. This accompanied a review 
of the Shadwell mural, titled ‘Mural 
Decoration – A Slade Experiment in 
Shadwell’, by Charles Marriott in The 
Times, 24th September 1924, p. 7. 
Found in Ronald Fuller’s scrapbook. 
Photographed by Bench, P. 8th 
January 2019. Salisbury: Rex Whistler 
Archive at The Salisbury Museum.
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Fig. 5.16. Whistler, R. (c. 1925) Photograph of a 
Mural Panel for the Highways Club for Boys in 
Shadwell. Gelatin silver print pasted into Stephen 
Tennant’s scrapbook. Approximately 8 x 6 inches 
(20.32 x 15.24 cm). Photographed by Bench, 
P. 14th September 2015. Fakenham: Private 
collection of Viktor Wynd.
Tennant’s scrapbook contains a photograph of a panel of the Shadwell mural 
in which his portrait appears (fig. 5.16). Whistler’s archived letters evidence 
that he sent Tennant the photograph, suggesting its function in supporting 
their relationship. Whistler represented Tennant dressed in a polo neck jersey, 
a garment type I propose signified an ambiguously artistic queer identity and 
which a caricature of Messel also includes (The Tatler, 6th August 1930, pp. 
262-3). Unprinted photographic negatives in Beaton’s archive evidence that 
Fig. 5.15. Whistler, R. (1925) Rustic 
Scene: Villagers Dancing (Shadwell mural 
panel. One of a pair). Oil paint on canvas. 
Unframed: 12 ft x 7 ft 5 inches (3.66 x 
2.2 m). Photographed by Bench, P. 9th 
February 2018. London: University College 
London.
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Tennant wore a polo neck while on holiday with Whistler in the 1920s. Whistler’s 
catalogue raisonné (Whistler and Fuller, 1960) and Nikki Frater’s (2014) doctoral 
thesis identify portraits of Adshead and Whistler in the proscenium panel of the 
Shadwell mural, their classical style interpreted in relation to Whistler’s visit to 
Rome. This demonstrates the mural’s confused themes and the significance 
of Whistler’s network to his creative practice. Whistler never returned to mural 
compositions with multiple large realistic figures and following his next mural at 
the Tate, he eschewed the social programme of the mural revival by pursuing 
private commissions for wealthy patrons. In 1933 Rothenstein ‘explained that 
“painters and sculptors were ashamed of being dependent on rich people”’ 
(Powers, 2013, p. 29). Whistler’s career trajectory counters this statement, which 
I propose indicates that stigma associated with the parasitic artistic career 
Rothenstein described, was outweighed by the queer pleasures, tolerance and 
alibis aristocratic patrons offered to Whistler.
I read queerness in Whistler’s identity and large Shadwell panels (figs. 5.14 and 
5.15) by comparison with Augustus John’s works and identity. Both artists were 
feted talents during their respective studies at the Slade and Whistler drew John’s 
portrait Smiling Woman (1908-9) in his 1925 sketchbook. The small ink sketch 
shares a page with other unfinished sketches and notes indicating historic and 
contemporaneous artists and particular galleries. Colour is absent but carefully 
noted, indicating both Whistler’s interest and the likelihood the sketch was made 
rapidly, possibly within the gallery from direct observation. Coupled with the year 
of the sketchbook, I propose this indicates Whistler drew on his knowledge of 
John’s work in addition to other sources, to inform his painting of the Shadwell 
panels. Unlike Whistler, John constructed a persona of heterosexual male virility 
(Tickner, 2000). John’s paintings offer a complementary but alternative rural image 
to that of Country Life and are part of a history in which traveller communities 
were romanticised by middle-class artists and authors. This ethnographic and 
touristic gaze othered such communities and constructed them as a patriarchal 
masculine alternative to purportedly effeminate modern professional life (Tickner, 
2000). Traveller imagery is related to a history of representing working men in 
art (Brettell, 1999), subjects also important to interwar queer men’s erotic lives 
and imaginations (Gardiner, 1992). I read the caravan Whistler includes in the 
Shadwell mural (fig. 5.15) as evidence of his engagement with a popular interwar 
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iconography partly shaped by John. His narrative of villagers dancing is also the 
subject of Peter Paul Rubens’ Dance of Mythological Figures and Villagers (1630-
35) and David Teniers’ Village Festival (1645). 
I contend that Whistler sought a romantic theme and historic precedent to direct 
his Shadwell mural, which was in step with interwar British visual culture and his 
queer preferences. I propose that the identification of the boys with the mural 
was never his aim or the commissioners’ expectation. Both Whistler and John 
deployed fantasy in their lived identities and works. Unlike John’s attempts to 
live as a rural traveller, Whistler’s fantasies, as on fancy dress occasions, were 
temporary and rooted in a world of pre-existing aestheticised representation and 
narrative. I contend that John’s performance of heterosexual masculinity and 
class privilege enabled him to experiment with social displacement by posing 
as a traveller, in a projection of identity that supported his artistic credibility. 
In contrast, I propose that fantasy for Whistler acted as a metaphor for queer 
displacement and offered temporary psychological escape. 
The Times review of the Shadwell mural survives as a clipping in Ronald Fuller’s 
scrapbook, now in Whistler’s archive. Fuller’s scrapbooks preserve fragments of 
Whistler’s drawings and press reports about the artist. I read this as evidence of 
Fullers queer devotion and intense interest in Whistler. The Times review states 
that:
...the Memorial Club of the Highway Clubs (Incorporated), where, in what 
was once a rendezvous of seafaring men from all parts of the world and 
loose women, devoted people of education are…sharing the fruits of 
their better opportunities with a population almost entirely at the mercy 
of casual dock labour…the Highway Clubs have nine centres, ranging in 
purpose from clubs in Shadwell itself to boys’ and girls’ camps at Pinner 
and a cottage home at Hartfield, Sussex; and that the Memorial Club, built 
in memory of boys killed in the war, is at 225 High-street, next door to the 
notorious “Paddy’s Goose,”…once…a sink of iniquity, has been converted 
into a little chapel.
(Marriott, 1924, p. 7)
‘Loose women’ and foreign ‘seafaring men’ are aligned with the ‘sink of iniquity’ 
at Shadwell and are important archetypes in queer history and Tennant’s 
drawings, as discussed in Chapter Four. By invoking sailors and prostitution this 
discourse of place and virtue/vice has an unspoken (homo)sexual aspect. The 
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Boy’s Club was one of many established between the wars in London (Frater, 
2014). Such projects were enacted along binary distinctions of class privilege/
deprivation and rural/urban ideals, epitomised by the image of the ‘cottage home’ 
and ‘chapel’ in opposition to the public house. Laurence Whistler enhances the 
queerness of the mural’s narrative by recounting Tonks’ approach to art dealer 
Joseph Duveen for funding: ‘“He is going to be tempted”, wrote Tonks, “with a 
Serbian Prince at dinner”’ (1985, p. 71). Tonks organised the commission with the 
Tate’s director, Charles Aitken: ‘Aitken knew Archie Balfour, who ran the Highway 
Clubs for boys on behalf of Eton College’ (Whistler, 1985, p. 69). Rex Whistler’s 
account books record Balfour’s purchase of six drawings from him in this period 
(Frater, 2014). Little information is available regarding Balfour but Whistler wrote to 
him in an informal queer tone, which Laurence Whistler chose to publish:
When I read that the members of the Club were inviting me down there, 
I grew chilled with terror…I can’t make myself sociable…in the usual 
ways…I can’t play any cards…I can’t play bagatelle…I can’t (and I 
absolutely refuse) to sing…! And…if…I have to make a speech – I shall 
swoon AT ONCE.
(Whistler to Balfour, quoted in Whistler, 1985, p. 70-71)
Whistler constructs a camp parody to express otherwise unpermitted queer 
anxieties. His ‘swoon’ is a culturally feminised action repeated in the letter to 
Olivier I quote below. His fears are anchored to his expected displacement in a 
social and physical environment associated with different performances of class 
and masculinity, confided to a sympathetic reader.
Laurence Whistler’s interpretation of the Shadwell mural’s subject queers it and 
confuses its history. He suggests a different street address to the article and 
redirects its logical interpretation that Whistler represented the Pinner countryside 
associated with the Club and where Whistler’s parents had recently moved. 
Laurence states that, ‘Rex decided to paint scenes of Londoners enjoying 
themselves on a visit to a place like Hampstead Heath’ (Whistler, 1985, p. 69). 
Hampstead Heath was an affluent London area with an intellectual and artistic 
community, offering an explanation for Laurence Whistler’s motivations. The 
Heath has also been aligned with interwar male homosexual encounters at a 
‘cottage’ in Matt Houlbrook’s research (2005, p. 65). By the 1920s ‘cottage’, was 
a codified word for public lavatories used for male-male sexual encounters. By 
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1937 these sites were recorded in guide form: For Your Convenience (Pry [Burke], 
1937). I propose that Whistler as well as his brother, were aware of Hampstead 
Heath’s association with homosexual practices. Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s 
understandings of the Heath and the Shadwell docks are recorded as if at a 
distance, which demonstrates the queer approach and romanticising memories of 
these men as well as the interests of their biographers. Drawing on Tennant’s later 
life essay on Whistler, his biographer writes that:
Stephen and Rex undertook expeditions together…boat trips down the 
Thames, to the Pool of London [docklands area], in “romantic moonlight…
dressed as bargees”. There were wild parties with friends in Hampstead, 
afterwards walking on the Heath “for miles in the dawn, singing – all arm in 
arm – in the summer dawn.”
(Hoare, 1990, p. 29)
Supplying an innocuous reason, emphasising shared visual interests and 
providing a visual reference for his reader, Laurence Whistler states that, ‘with 
Oliver Messel he [Whistler] explored quiet corners of London, alleyways of 
Hogarth’s date, the river steps at Wapping, the York Watergate that was believed 
at that time to be by Inigo Jones’ (1985, p. 58). This romanticises, historicises 
and cleanses the docks of iniquitous associations. The queerness of these docks 
is suggested however, in Wilfred Owen’s poem Shadwell Stair (undated). Owen 
and Siegfried Sassoon were friends, increasing the probability that Tennant, 
Messel and Whistler knew Owen’s poetry. Shadwell Stair is the narration of a 
ghost wandering moonlit docks, who is insubstantial yet with ‘flesh both firm and 
cool’ (Owen, 1994, p. 34). This poem has been likened to Wilde’s Impression du 
Matin (1881) and analysis suggests that ‘what makes haunting an apt image [for 
homosexual desire]…is…the illegality of same-sex relations. Like a ghost, same-
sex desire is both present and not present’ (Campbell, 2015, p. 160). Owen’s 
elemental imagery, tone and ambiguous homosexual metaphor are common to 
Tennant’s Orion poem and his desire for Beaton to photograph him in synthesised 
moonlight (fig. 5.17). Moonlight, ghosts and waterside locations recur in Whistler 
personal anthology, as I discuss in Chapter One (Whistler, 1981 [1923]). The 
appeal of moonlight to these men is also cross-gendered, being culturally linked 
to mythological female deities such as Diana.
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Heterotopias and Arcadias: Spatial Metaphors for Queer 
Experience
I interpret the outdoor spaces Tennant, Messel and Whistler drew, painted and 
designed as Foucauldian heterotopias, the characteristics of which I propose are 
analogous with features of queer subjectivity. Foucault explained heterotopias 
as: present in all societies; having a malleable relation to normative society; 
absorbing multiple otherwise unrelated sites; breaking with usual conceptions 
of time; being simultaneously inclusive and exclusive; and structured as sites of 
illusion or compensation (Foucault, 1984 [1967]). Foucault described heterotopias 
as mirror-like, both tangible and illusory. I detail the significance of mirrors in 
my discussion of queer narcissism in Chapter Three. My analysis of visual 
culture adapts queer studies’ use of heterotopias as a framework to study real 
communities and spaces (Taylor, 1997). The intermediate status of heterotopias 
also recalls the ‘third sex’ theory of queer sexuality I outline in Chapter One. 
Heterotopias, like the drag performances invoked by Butler (1999 [1990]), 
theatrically exhibit their artificiality, destabilising claims to any essential reality 
(Foucault, 1984 [1967]). I propose that creating and depicting heterotopic spaces 
Fig. 5.17. Tennant, S. (1926) Letter from Stephen 
Tennant to Cecil Beaton (verso). Black ink on 
Wilsford Manor headed paper. Approximately 9 
x 6 inches (23 x 15.24 cm). Tennant’s note with 
sketch: ‘I want to be photographed drowned 
in picturesque rags like this. Or would it be too 
funny? A sham moon would be such fun! – 
and your lighting always’ [sentence continues 
onto recto] ‘looks like moon-light anyway and 
is the loveliest lighting I’ve ever seen in any 
photographs’. Photographed by Bench, P. 24th 
August 2017. Cambridge: St John’s College 
Library Archive.
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Fig. 5.18. Tennant, S. (undated) 
Marseille. Coloured inks and/or 
wash on paper pasted onto card. 
Approximately 13 x 9 inches (33.02 x 
22.86 cm). Subtitled: ‘“now to the city 
of terror and enchantment spring had 
come” by Stephen Tennant’. Other 
words include ‘Saturn’, ‘Venus’ and 
‘Orion’. Photographed by Bench, P. 
6th October 2017. London: Redfern 
Gallery. 
was attractive to Tennant, Messel and Whistler as minority figures seeking 
alternatives to a culture of generalised hostility towards queer men in interwar 
Britain. Whistler’s Tate mural is heterotopic in advertising its appropriation of 
motifs, including Asian and Italianate architecture alongside real and mythical 
animals. The effect is theatrical, because ‘the theater brings onto the rectangle 
of the stage, one after the other, a whole series of places that are foreign to 
one another’ (Foucault, 1984 [1967]). Whistler drew on past artistic traditions 
that prioritised theatrical illusion, such as Baroque trompe l’oeil painting. This 
doubles his work’s ambiguous relationship to time through technique as well as 
content (see figs. 5.1 and 5.2). He and Messel worked as theatre designers and 
an iconography of the theatre informs the stage-like compositions and theatrical 
curtains of Tennant’s drawings (figs. 4.18 and 5.11). Theatricality was inscribed in 
Whistler’s methods of creating domestic murals because he used a set builder’s 
studio and assistant before transferring canvases and finishing them in situ (Cecil 
and Cecil, 2012). This process is hidden in photographs of Whistler working 
at Plas Newydd but theatricality registers in the finished murals, which ‘almost 
engulf the viewer in an imagined world’ (Powers, 2013, p. 67) (figs. 5.1 and 5.8).
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I interpret recurrent depictions of distant clusters of classical architecture, 
mountains, volcanoes and boats in Tennant’s cover designs, Messel’s theatre 
sets and Whistler’s murals as heterotopic motifs (figs. 5.18, 5.19 and 5.20). 
Distant outposts reachable in future time, they signal the temporal spans of 
journeys. The biblical promised land and the emerald city in The Wonderful 
Wizard of Oz (Baum, 1900) deploy similar imagery and narratives as metaphors 
for salvation, and the latter has been linked to queer male culture (Halperin, 2012). 
I read Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s depiction of such beacons, as metaphors 
for the hope and struggle associated with queer identity construction. They 
demonstrate that Tennant, Messel and Whistler sought to ‘create a space that is 
other…as perfect…as ours is messy…the heterotopia, not [just] of illusion, but 
of compensation’ (Foucault, 1984 [1967]). Messel identified the importance of 
compensatory fantasy worlds to his childhood and the alternative these offered to 
the heteronormative spaces and groups associated with the school experience he 
hated (Castle, 1986).
Fig. 5.20. Whistler, R. (1926-
7) The Pursuit of Rare Meats 
(detail). Oil and wax medium on 
canvas on wall. Approximately 
20 x 28 inches (50.8 x 71.12 cm) 
visible. See figure 5.8. London: 
Tate Britain. Photographed by 
Bench, P. 3rd January 2017. 
London: Tate Britain.
Fig. 5.19. Messel, O. (1932) 
Model for the Scene of the 
Judgement of Paris: Mount Ida. 
Photograph from The Sketch, 
10th February, p. 251. In album 
for Helen! labelled ‘9 zone 4’. 
Bristol: Oliver Messel Archive, 
Theatre Collection at The 
University of Bristol. 
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Fig. 5.23. Whistler, R. (1935) 
Diane Chasseresse (detail) 
(Mural Panel for the Drawing-
Room at 90 Gower Street, 
London) (see figs. 5.21 and 
5.22). Oil paint on wall surface. 
Approximately 5 x 8 inches 
(12.7 x 20.32 cm) visible. 
Viewed in person 9th February 
2018. London: Slade School of 
Fine Art. Courtesy of UCL Art 
Museum. Photograph copyright: 
UCL Digital Media.
Fig. 5.22. Whistler, R. (1935) Diane 
Chasseresse (Mural Panel for the 
Drawing-Room at 90 Gower Street, 
London). Oil paint on wall surface. 
One of two trompe l’oeil mezzotints. 
Panel is 2 ft 8 in x 2 ft 5 inches (81.28 
x 73.66cm). Viewed in person 9th 
February 2018. London: Slade School of 
Fine Art. Courtesy of UCL Art Museum. 
Photograph copyright: UCL Digital 
Media.
Fig. 5.21. Unknown (undated, c. late 
1930s) Photograph of Drawing-Room 
at 90 Gower Street, London, with 
Whistler’s Murals. Mural panels now 
reside at University College London. 
They depict trompe l’oeil paintings of 
‘Four Circular Plaques’, ‘Two Pretence 
Mezzotints’ and ‘A Jug in a Niche’, as 
described in Whistler, L. and Fuller, 
R. (1960, p. 6). Photograph: Courtesy 
of UCL Art Museum. Photograph 
copyright: UCL Digital Media.
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Journeys towards/away complement the spatial proposition of the closet’s 
inside/outside as a queer metaphor and are persistent features of Whistler’s 
visual language. Whistler’s Tate mural (figs. 5.8, 5.9 and 5.20), the panels he 
painted for Diana Cooper (figs. 5.21, 5.22 and 5.23) and his Ulysses’ Farewell 
to Penelope (1932-3) (fig. 5.26 discussed below), include figures engaged in a 
journey or chase. I interpret the troubled pursuit of an ambiguous entity and its 
obverse of perpetual escape, as metaphors for Whistler’s experience of queer 
subjectivity. I propose that Whistler includes a nude self-portrait in figure 5.23 and 
his biography identifies his nearly-nude self-portrait in his Ulysses painting, both 
of which I read as a characteristic in-joke used to neutralise the tension of these 
scenes and their reception as serious. I contend that Walter Pater’s philosophical 
novel Marius the Epicurean (1885) informed Whistler’s Tate mural and the narrative 
Olivier wrote for it. Pater’s novel describes the physical, intellectual and emotional 
journeys of a young man in the ancient classical world and introduces the tenets 
of Epicureanism and Platonism. Plato has been important to the history of queer 
male sexuality, as highlighted in Chapter Four. Epicureanism expounds the pursuit 
of pleasure, while advocating the limitation of desire by modest living (Pater, 1960 
[1885]). These contradictions are reflected in Whistler’s simultaneous ambiguous 
relationships with Penelope Dudley-Ward and Malcolm Bullock. They are echoed 
in combinations of flamboyance and conservatism in his works and identity 
performances. 
Walter de la Mare’s novel Henry Brocken (1927 [1904]) offered Tennant and 
Whistler another narrative of a young male protagonist’s dreamlike journey 
and informed their visual language. Henry Brocken and the chapter chosen 
by Whistler I describe in Chapter Four, is saturated with green imagery. Early 
sexology observed that ‘inverts exhibit a preference for green’ (Ellis and 
Symonds, 2007 [1900], p. 197). I propose that this novel, Whistler’s murals and 
Tennant’s poems draw on a poetic tradition that expresses emotions and abstract 
concepts through an imagery of nature. It is epitomised by Andrew Marvell’s 
poem The Garden (1681), as in the phrase ‘a green thought in a green shade’ 
(Marvell, 1681, p. 60). Tennant used similar techniques in his unpublished poem 
The White Camellia (undated), in which ‘Its blue-black glossy leaves glittered 
subaqueously in the perennial / Gloaming of the yellow gravel walk’. In Chapter 
One I outline ways I regard de la Mare as queer, while Marvell’s poetry has been 
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Fig. 5.24. Gellée, C. 
[Claude Lorrain or Claude] 
(1648) Seaport with the 
Embarkation of the Queen 
of Sheba. Oil paint on 
canvas. 58 3/4 x 77 1/2 
inches (149.1 x 196.7 cm). 
Gallery ref. NG14. London: 
National Gallery. Accessed 






analysed as expressing ambiguous sexuality (Hammond, 2016). Jane Stevenson 
notes that ‘[l]ike all Whistler’s best murals, the overall tonality of the Plas Newydd 
piece is greenish-turquoise…which impose[s] nostalgia and distance’, an effect I 
also read in relation to Henry Brocken (Stevenson, 2018, p. 300). Commentators 
have coined ‘Messel green’ as a significant feature of Messel’s late interior design 
work (Messel, 2011, p. 156). This focus on colour articulates in poetry, murals and 
interiors the visual language of clothes I discuss in Chapter Four.
Whistler’s murals, paintings and letters have rightly prompted biographers to 
describe his work as Arcadian and influenced by Claude Lorrain (1600 or 1604/5-
1682) (fig. 5.24) and Poussin (1594-1665) (fig. 5.25) (Whistler, 1985; Thomasson, 
2015). Guided by this framing and Foucault’s heterotopian model, I interpret much 
of Whistler’s corpus as expressions of self-reflection, his desire for an alternative 
reality and as evocations of pathos. Laurence Whistler states that, ‘with the wish 
of the born romantic to be truly classical Rex set Poussin above Claude, though 
obviously more influenced by Claude’ (1985, p. 179). This suggests a confluence 
between Whistler’s work and identity, while redirecting attention from his esteem 
for Poussin to Claude’s significance. Anthony Blunt (1907-1983) curated a 
Poussin exhibition (1960) and wrote a monograph on the artist in 1966 (Carter, 
2002). Blunt’s exposure as a former spy in 1979 and public knowledge of his 
homosexuality tainted Poussin’s works by association, offering an explanation for 
Laurence’s intervention.
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Whistler’s Arcadian imagery draws on a literary tradition in which ‘[b]y the turn of 
the twentieth century pastoral…themes could…function as a kind of shorthand 
to indicate…that a character was homosexual’ (Nicolson, 2011, p. 140). Poussin 
and Claude’s landscapes evoke the melancholic, poetic and romantic yearning 
that characterised identities available to queer men in interwar Britain and which 
Tennant and Whistler were drawn to, as discussed in Chapter Four. Thomasson 
explains Arcadia as synonymous with:
...nostalgia and anticipation, a memory, a promise, an almost 
transcendental longing for something that seems to remain tantalizingly out 
of reach; it is the sweet poignancy of Et in Arcadia Ego.
(Thomasson, 2015, p. 270-1)
Et in Arcadia Ego is the title of a painting by Poussin, in which these words 
appear on a tomb attended by shepherds (fig. 5.25). In his discussion of Poussin, 
Luke Nicolson states that ‘[a]s early as the eighteenth century the elegiac pastoral 
was considered to be “effete” and…insufficiently manly’ (2011, p. 141). In 1936 
Erwin Panofsky stressed themes of transcendence in his essay on Poussin’s Et in 
Arcadia Ego, revising this in 1955 to reposition the painting in an elegiac tradition 
(Marin, 1999). Scholarship on Thomas Mann (1875-1955), has identified the way 
themes of transcendence in his writing have been considered effeminately queer 
(Izenberg, 2000). As with heterotopias, transcendence offers queer minorities an 
alternative to compulsory heteronormativity, the yoking of identity to sexuality 
and the earthbound body. Tennant’s Orion poem (quoted above) is one example 
that imaginatively escapes these restrictions by invoking elemental forces and 
the natural world. Whistler, Panofsky and Blunt’s sexual identities have been 
Fig. 5.25. Poussin, N. 
(c. 1637-8) Et in Arcadia 
Ego (or The Arcadian 
Shepherds). Oil paint on 
canvas. 34 1/4 x 47 1/4 
inches (85 x 121 cm). 
Paris: Louvre Museum. 





questioned and each man responded creatively to Poussin’s paintings (Cooper, 
1986; Nicholson, 2011; Levine, 2011). In his focus on Poussin and transcendence 
in the 1930s, Panofsky also contributed to the queer content of the cultural and 
visual discourse in which Tennant, Messel and Whistler participated. 
I propose that as queer men displaced in dominant heteronormative culture and 
unable to name their queer identities definitively and publicly, Tennant, Messel 
and Whistler occupied a position attuned to seek meaning and expression 
through indirect metaphor. Whistler’s consciousness of the metaphorical potential 
of the Italian landscape is demonstrated in a letter he wrote to Edith Olivier from 
Rome in 1929:
This heartbreaking and exquisitely beautiful country… is also to me so very 
sad…That kind of exquisite grief…it is where people have lived...I am…
reminded of…long ago drowsy, pastoral centuries, and I feel as though I 
was an old man full of sad longing for my vanished youth…my painting can 
never express all the things that I feel... 
(Whistler to Olivier, quoted in Thomasson, 2015, p. 272)
Pathos is signalled for Whistler by evidence of human presence/absence as 
an index of time, while I read the inexpressibility he identifies as a condition 
of the closet (Kosofsky Sedgwick, 1994 [1990]). The pathos of Poussin’s Et in 
Arcadia Ego (fig. 5.25), results from a time continuum that reaches forwards 
and backwards simultaneously, signalling the presence and absence of 
death in Arcadia (Marin, 1999). This paradigm replicates cultural narratives 
that linked queer men to aestheticised beauty but also depravity and death. 
Whistler includes a grieving woman in his Port Lympne mural, personified death 
approaches Tennant in the Shadwell mural (fig. 5.16) and skulls appear in his 
paintings Girl with a Skull (1934) and In the Wilderness (1939) (fig. 5.32). The title 
of Whistler’s biography has directed interpretation that urns were his signature 
motif. In addition to their funerary connotations, I interpret Whistler’s urns and 
similar vessels as in figure 5.2, as related to classical and Romantic traditions. 
John Keats’ Ode on a Grecian Urn (1820), like Poussin’s Et in Arcadia Ego, 
has been interpreted as a meditation on existence, presence/absence, art and 
materiality, with an ambiguous extradiagetic narrator (Friedman, 1993). Such a 
voice destabilises any direct reading, heightening the tension between material 
existence and a psychological inner or omnipresent voice. I contend that such 
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ambiguous communication offered Whistler an equivalent to the metaphorical 
closet, because queer subjectivity was positioned as an in-between state, both 
unspoken and exhorted. I contend that urns appealed to Whistler because 
of their connection to such themes, Arcadian imagery and Romantic poetry 
as well as their signification of mourning. The urn or ‘jug’ within a niche that 
Whistler included in his mural for Diana Cooper’s residence (left wall, fig. 5.21) is 
comparable to that painted by Messel at Flaxley Abbey in 1962 (Castle, 1986, p. 
214), stressing the significance of such imagery to the shared visual language I 
identify and its lasting appeal.
Biographies interpret Whistler’s preoccupation with an iconography of death 
in relation to the childhood death of his brother, as presaging his own death 
in war and as drawing on vanitas painting traditions, which signal life’s brevity 
(Whistler, 1985; Thomasson, 2015). I add my contention that Whistler’s use of 
such imagery expressed his culturally inherited understanding that sadness 
and futility inevitably accompanied his queer subjectivity. Tennant, Messel and 
Whistler rarely made emotional appeals in their visual language and as above, 
Whistler’s attempts were frustrated. Transposing the imagery of pathos and death 
into a language of decorative humour, Whistler drained it of sincerity, rendered 
it bearable and permissibly normative. I contend that Whistler’s visual language 
retains residues of pathos for viewers with the competencies to read it and for 
those apt to identify with Whistler’s identity and his works’ themes.
Pathos as a signature of queer experience has been avoided in academic 
research until recently, following gay liberation’s critique of representations of 
gay martyrdom: ‘in the wake of the AIDS crisis, pathos has roused caution and 
irritation’ (Wilson, 2014, p. 148). Halperin proposes that such discourse struggled 
to ‘exorcize, the specter of a sad and pathetic homosexuality’ (2012, p. 75). This 
spectre and the ‘abject state of emotional isolation or...the compensatory, manic 
joys of a solitary queer fantasy life’ have been ‘systematically…excluded from gay 
expression by the once-unimaginable gay identity and gay pride’ (Halperin, 2012, 
p. 94). Representations of queer lives in interwar western culture available to 
Tennant, Messel and Whistler were however, often inscribed with and received as, 
narratives of downfall and longing akin to pathos. Radclyffe Hall’s novel The Well 
of Loneliness (1928) is one example, while earlier iterations include Wilde’s The 
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Picture of Dorian Gray (1890) and the film The Wings (1916). This film illustrated 
and perpetuated an early homosexual archetype that linked art, queer subjectivity, 
and personal ruin. Made by Mauritz Stiller, its queer male artist protagonist ‘dies 
in delirium before his own statue of his [male] beloved’ (Saslow, 1999, p. 220). 
A different film Wings (1927) by Cecil B. DeMille is credited with the first on-
screen male-male kiss, a scene possible only where romantic love overlaps with 
comradeship at the point of death. 
Fig. 5.27. Whistler, R. (1932-3) 
Ulysses’ Farewell to Penelope 
(detail). Oil paint on canvas. 
See figure 5.26. Approximately 
18 x 24 inches (45.72 x 
60.96 cm). Private collection. 
Photographed by Bench, P.  
30th January 2020, while the 
painting was on temporary 
display. Salisbury: Rex Whistler 
Archive at The Salisbury 
Museum.
Fig. 5.26. Whistler, R. (1932-3) 
Ulysses’ Farewell to Penelope. 
Oil paint on canvas. 60 x 
50 inches (152.4 x 127cm). 
See Whistler, L. and Fuller, 
R. (1960, p. 18). Private 
collection. Photographed by 
Bench, P.  30th January 2020, 
while the painting was on 
temporary display. Salisbury: 
Rex Whistler Archive at The 
Salisbury Museum.
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Laurence Whistler (1985) links Ulysses’ Farewell (1932-3) (fig. 5.26 and 5.27) to his 
brother’s relationship with its first owner, Malcolm Bullock and the ‘rich, worldly, 
cynical, notoriously homosexual’ network surrounding Philip Sassoon (1985, p. 
162). Drawing on Olivier’s diaries for 1933, Middleboe states that ‘[f]or over a 
year Malcolm Bullock, who was considerably older than Rex, had pursued him 
relentlessly’ (1989, p. 143). Quoting Olivier, Middleboe further states that:
Though Edith had hated the fact that as a result [of his friendship with 
Malcolm Bullock] Rex was considered “the kind of man which apparently 
M. B.’s friends are considered”…she was delighted to hear that Rex had 
fallen in love with the very young Penelope Dudley-Ward. 
(Middleboe, 1989, p. 143)
Whistler’s relationship with Dudley-Ward did not develop romantically and I do 
not have records of how she felt about Whistler. I propose that while Whistler’s 
interest in Dudley-Ward was meaningful to him, it also offered a heterosexual 
alibi at a time Whistler was in the company of privileged, older and sexually 
assertive queer men. As Olivier’s records indicate, Whistler was conscious that 
his association with this queer coterie could taint his reputation and unlike these 
powerful men, he depended financially on the appeal of his work and identity 
to patrons. Laurence Whistler (1985) includes observations that Whistler was 
incongruous within Bullock’s milieu, a position supported by Olivier’s diaries, 
Fig. 5.28. Poussin, N. (c. 
1634-6) A Dance to the Music 
of Time. Oil paint on canvas. 
32.4 x 40.9 inches (82.5 x 104 
cm). Gallery ref. P108. London: 
Wallace Collection. Accessed 





which recount Whistler’s dislike of this circle during his painting of the Port 
Lympne murals for Sassoon. This is contradicted by Laurence’s (1985) memory 
of himself feeling out of place within this milieu at Port Lympne, in contrast to his 
brother who was at ease. An unpublished photograph once owned by Bullock, 
represents Whistler in a state of undress and uncharacteristically grinning at the 
camera, which also suggests Whistler’s pleasure in this company (fig. 5.29). I 
propose this circuit of relationships, understandings and representations involving 
multiple people, reflects diverse investments in Whistler and what Thomasson 
(2015) interprets as his sexual confusion. It is unsurprising that Whistler wanted to 
avoid being labelled as homosexual in a broadly hostile society and exaggerate 
his dislike of a homosexual coterie to Olivier. As I describe in Chapter Two, Olivier 
was ambivalent about youthful queer male performances but as above, Bullock’s 
mature homosexuality was unpalatable and un-nameable for her.
Fig. 5.29. Unknown (c. 1930-
32) Rex Whistler at Port 
Lympne. Gelatin silver print. 
Approximately 6 x 8 inches 
(15.24 x 20.32 cm). Verso 
pencil note by Laurence 
Whistler: ‘Rex, from Sir 
Malcolm Bullock’, ink stamp ‘3 
25’. Photographed by Bench, P. 
30th January 2020. Salisbury: 
Rex Whistler Archive at The 
Salisbury Museum.
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Laurence describes Ulysses’ Farewell as Whistler’s ‘most Claude-like 
composition, but with a multitude of…naked youths and boys’ (1985, p. 163) 
(fig. 5.26). In addition to existing interpretation by Mirabel Cecil (2020), which 
draws links with Claude’s Embarkation of the Queen of Sheba (1648) (fig. 5.24), I 
have identified a correspondence between the celestial figures Whistler depicted 
in Ulysses’ Farewell (fig. 5.27) and a similar group in Poussin’s A Dance to the 
Music of Time (1634-36) (fig. 5.28). Both groups include a figure I interpret as 
Apollo driving his chariot. Of all classical gods, Apollo had ‘the greatest number 
of masculine loves’ (Aldrich, 1993, p. 23). Johann Joachim Winckelmann’s (1717-
1768) sensual description of The Apollo Belvedere sculpture has been linked 
to his homosexuality (Aldrich, 1993). Pater ‘promoted Winckelmann’s theories’ 
because his ‘enthusiasm for the classical world, and his own homosexuality, 
attracted him to Winckelmann’s works’ (Aldrich, 1993, p. 54). Olivier introduced 
Tennant and Whistler to Pater’s writing in 1925 (Hoare, 1990). Whistler also 
includes a chariot in his Tate mural (fig. 5.9), while Messel’s albums evidence his 
design for a mural (fig. 5.30) and a theatre backdrop (fig. 5.31), which deploy a 
similar iconography to Whistler’s Ulysses painting (5.26) and Neptune figures (fig. 
5.4, 5.5, 5.6 and 5.39). 
In keeping with the traditional iconography of Venus and her characterisation in 
Helen!, Messel’s chariots are pulled by swans (figs. 5.30 and 5.31). Venus’ empty 
shell-form chariot and its swans are the subject of Rococo painter François 
Boucher’s The Chariot of Venus (undated, 1700s). I develop queer readings of 
Rococo, shell forms and a boat pulled by swans in Chapter Six. A swan-pulled 
chariot also features in many depictions of the death of Adonis, accompanied by 
this mortal man’s famously beautiful, prone and nearly-naked body. One example, 
Venus Mourning the Death of Adonis (1646) is by Dutch painter Bartholomeus 
Breenbergh, who was a forerunner to Claude in the tradition of northern European 
artists who depicted Italianate landscapes. The persistent appeal and queer 
signification of chariot imagery is also underscored by Mary Renault’s novel of 
male-male love, The Charioteer (1953).
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Whistler painted a harbour scene in Ulysses’ Farewell (Fig. 5.26). Although this is 
classicised, it retains association with the homoerotic charge attributed to sailors, 
which I detail in Chapter Four. This imagery is repeated in his mural at Plas 
Newydd (fig. 5.1) and in Tennant’s Lascar or similar designs. I interpret Ulysses’ 
ship in Whistler’s composition (fig. 5.26), in line with Foucault’s (1984 [1967]) 
description that as an independent, self-contained unit ‘the ship is the heterotopia 
par excellence’. The circumstances in which Bullock was given, bought or 
commissioned Ulysses’ Farewell remain obscure, but Laurence Whistler states 
that its theme was ‘chosen for a personal reason not apparent to Bullock’ (1985, 
p. 163). 
Ulysses was called to war in Troy, while in his long absence his wife Penelope 
remained faithful. Cochran’s Helen! (1932) for which Messel designed sets and 
costumes drew on this narrative in the same year Whistler painted Ulysses’ 
Farewell. Thomasson (2015) suggests that Whistler identified with both Ulysses 
and Penelope. I build on her perspective to interpret the painting as allegorical 
self-telling that stresses themes of fidelity and absence in relation to Bullock. In 
Fig. 5.31. Messel, O. (c. 1932) Theatrical 
Backdrop and Actors. Gelatin silver print 
pasted into album. Approximately 6 x 8 
inches (15.24 x 20.32 cm). Probably for 
Helen!. See figure 5.30. In album for Helen! 
labelled ‘9 zone 4’. Photographed by 
Bench, P. 26th June 2018. Bristol: Oliver 
Messel Theatre Archive, Theatre Collection, 
University of Bristol.
Fig. 5.30. Messel, O. (1932) Design by Oliver 
Messel. Press clipping pasted into album. 
Approximately 6 x 8 inches (15.24 x 20.32 cm). 
Titled ‘The Modern “Muriel” “Storied” Walls 
of 1932’. Caption: ‘A Design for Decoration 
by Oliver Messel’. Probably related to Helen!. 
In album for Helen! labelled ‘9 zone 4’. 
Photographed by Bench, P. 26th June 2018. 
Bristol: Oliver Messel Theatre Archive, Theatre 
Collection at The University of Bristol.
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western painting traditions, this classical narrative usually centres on Penelope 
and as her namesake, this may refer to Dudley-Ward. In Philpot’s painting 
Penelope (c. 1923), as in Whistler’s Ulysses’ Farewell, Penelope is not the focus. 
Philpot imbues his painting with homoerotic tension by depicting semi-naked 
men surrounding the seated and side-lined Penelope. I propose Philpot used an 
ostensibly heteroromantic narrative as a vehicle to stress the eroticism of male 
bodies in counterpoint to a dressed, unresponsive woman. Although differently 
executed, I propose that Whistler’s proximity to Philpot and their shared queer 
subjectivity suggest he was alive to the same potential in the Ulysses narrative. 
James Joyce’s novel, Ulysses (1922) was unavailable in Britain but circulated 
in Paris at the time Whistler and Bullock visited the city together in the early 
1930s. This novel has been read as queer in relation to the lesbian coteries that 
facilitated its publication (Valente, 2000) and its ‘[p]ervasive…indications of same-
sex desire’ (Lamos, 1994, p. 338). Like Whistler’s visual language and de la Mare’s 
Henry Brocken, Joyce’s Ulysses appropriates literary and classical names and 
narratives to construct a world ambiguously linked to contemporary reality. Paul 
Cadmus’ painting Jerry (1931) depicts the artist’s shirtless lover Jared French in 
bed holding a copy of Joyce’s Ulysses, underscoring its queer significance at the 
time of Whistler and Bullock’s relationship. 
Fig. 5.32. Whistler, R. 
(1939) In the Wilderness. 
Oil paint on canvas. 16 x 20 
inches (40.64 x 50.8 cm). 
Published in Whistler, L. 
and Fuller, R. (1960, plate 
49, p. 21). Photographed 
by Bench, P. 6th June 2018. 
Anglesey: Plas Newydd.
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Emmanuel Cooper stakes a claim for Whistler’s position in queer art history by 
including him and In the Wilderness in The Sexual Perspective: Homosexuality and 
Art in the Last 100 Years in the West (1994 [1986], pp. 193-5) (fig. 5.32). Whistler 
is overlooked in similar art histories, a position I propose relates to biographical 
ambivalence about his sexuality (Whistler, 1985) and the limited recognition 
accorded to his works in recent history and beyond Britain. Tennant and Messel 
do not appear in queer art histories because of the genres and circulation of their 
works. Cooper’s brief outline restates but does not cite the catalogue raisonné 
description of In the Wilderness (Whistler and Fuller, 1960) alongside a narrative 
of Whistler’s queer identity drawn from his biography. Cooper implies a queer 
relationship between Whistler and ‘his friend and fellow officer Robert Cleveland 
Stevens’ (Cooper, 1986, p. 194). More explicitly than Powers, Cooper concludes 
that, ‘[l]ike Whistler, Martin Battersby (1912-1982) too, turned to…the eighteenth 
century rather than grapple with contemporary styles, but unlike Whistler, he 
accepted his homosexuality as a young man’ (1986, pp. 194-5). This implies that 
visibly modern art has greatest cultural value, regards Whistler as closeted and 
proposes historicism as a signature of queer male visual culture. 
I interpret In the Wilderness as an expression of Whistler’s mourning for his youth 
in a period when early life romantic male friendships were sanctioned in particular 
circumstances but heteronormative marriage was expected later. It repeats the 
stress on age and youth demonstrated in Whistler’s letter to Olivier quoted above. 
In the novel Brideshead Revisited, the character Cara states that, ‘romantic [male-
male] friendships…are very good if they do not go on too long…It is the kind of 
love that comes to children before they know its meaning. In England it comes 
when you are almost men’ (Waugh, 2000 [1945], p. 98). This adds evidence to 
my discussion of queer identities and youth in Chapter Four, while the characters 
Cara describes have been linked to Tennant and Whistler (Hoare, 1990). This 
infantilisation of male-male relationships is reflected in a letter Whistler wrote 
to Tennant (October, 1924), in which he describes their identities as Peter and 
Wendy. These child characters in J. M. Barrie’s Peter Pan (1904), ostensibly 
maintain an image of normative gender coupling, but outside the realms of adult 
sexuality and in a novel premised on a fantasy of unending childhood. Beverley 
Nichols differently deployed a language of youth in his description of Messel as 
a ‘very excitable, very dark, good-looking ex-schoolboy’ (The Passing Show, 
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31st July 1937). Hints of queer desire are excused by the evocation of schoolboy 
innocence at the same time as the tentative ‘ex’ justifies Nichols’ queer gaze onto 
a mature man, while his repetition of ‘very’ indicates his enthusiasm. 
Description in Whistler’s catalogue raisonné assumes that In the Wilderness 
represents John The Baptist (Whistler and Fuller, 1960). This biblical figure’s close 
relationship to Christ has been interpreted as queer (Crompton, 2003). John the 
Baptist in contemplation is commonly represented as a mature man, unlike the 
evacuee who sat for Whistler’s painting (Whistler, 1985). One youthful example 
is by Caravaggio (1602), whose life and works have been analysed as queer 
(Hammill, 2000). Graham-Dixon, a critic of Whistler’s works as I detail above, 
wrote a biography of Caravaggio. Neil Bartlett criticised this text for failing to 
contextualise ‘the distinctive sexual gaze that the painter brings to his early male 
subjects’ and in relation to the ‘radiantly salacious St John the Baptist...explain it 
away’ (2010). 
Fig. 5.33. Chubb, R. N. (1925) 
Contemplation. Oil paint on 
canvas. 23 1/2 x 19 1/4 inches 
(59.5 x 49 cm). Leamington Spa: 
Leamington Spa Art Gallery 
and Museum. Gallery ref. 
LEAMG: A456.1956. Accessed 






A closer comparison to Whistler’s Wilderness painting is Contemplation (1925) by 
the queer artist Ralph Nicholas Chubb (fig. 5.33). Whistler and Chubb’s paintings 
both explore themes of melancholic, isolated contemplation by depicting semi-
naked young men/boys in similar poses and desolate surroundings. This image 
construction is also found in queer artist Simeon Solomon’s Love Dreaming by the 
Sea (1871), a painting that’s allegorical nature and title point towards the romantic 
quality of such imagery in a prior generation. In his Wilderness painting, Whistler 
establishes an equation between a historic ruin and a psychological state, 
while juxtaposing youthful vitality with inanimate stone. This visual metaphor 
is repeated in photographs of Leslie Howard wearing a costume designed by 
Messel for Romeo and Juliet (1936) (fig. 5.34). 
Fig. 5.34. Unknown (1936) 
Leslie Howard on Set for the 
Film ‘Romeo and Juliet’. Gelatin 
silver print pasted onto card. 
Approximately 12 x 10 inches 
(30.48 x 25.4 cm). In ‘Messel Box 
116’ ref. THM/321/63/2, folder 
‘Romeo & Juliet, Film, Hollywood 
1936’. Photographed by Bench, 
P. 15th September 2017. London: 




Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s visual language include ambiguously Italianate 
buildings or architectural motifs drawn from their memories and imaginations. 
These types of buildings limit audience readings of them as indexes of particular 
historical moments or places, contributing to a dreamlike quality linked to a 
romanticised classical past. Tennant’s cover designs sometimes visually indicate 
or directly name Italian locations. The statuary he collected in Wilsford’s gardens 
also points to classical Roman myths and evidences many of the themes and 
motifs present across the visual language these men shared. This collection 
included urns, putti, herms, representations of Pan, Ceres, Hercules and Mars, 
a sphinx, a bust possibly representing Emperor Hadrian, naked classical male 
youths, several sculptures of Bacchus and a Triton blowing a conch shell 
(Sotheby’s, 1987, pp. 88-124). I discuss sphinx imagery above and propose that 
Tennant used these statues as references for his late drawings, for example his 
sculptures of Pan and Bacchus. Whistler represented similar statuary in many of 
his works and Messel drew a Triton blowing a horn in a work I analyse in Chapter 
Three (fig. 3.8). Messel visited Italy as research for his Romeo and Juliet (1936) 
designs. Photographs in his interwar albums record Villa Malcontenta (Villa 
Foscari), one of multiple buildings in Veneto designed by Palladio, which drew on 
earlier classical architecture in their design. His testimony is explicit that he drew 
on Palladio’s Teatro Olimpico for his set design for Idomeneo (1951) (Castle, 1986, 
p. 155). Whistler included Palladian-style bridges in his Tate and Port Lympne 
murals. These resemble real bridges at Wilton House and Stowe House, the latter 
a school Laurence Whistler attended.  Whistler’s mural at Plas Newydd depicts 
the real mountains nearby but the represented harbour is Italianate and fictional 
(Stevenson, 2018) (fig. 5.1). 
Thomasson (2015) likens Whistler’s composite approach to that of seventeenth 
and eighteenth-century Italian capricci paintings, which consolidated 
representations of real but geographically disparate buildings or depicted fantasy 
combinations of architectural features. One prominent exponent was Giovanni 
Battista Piranesi, to whom Whistler refers in the quotation below. Such paintings 
have a dreamlike quality, appearing strange but familiar to informed viewers. In 
her analysis of Whistler’s Tate mural, Heather Birchall explains that, ‘[t]his mixture 
of everything Baroque, Rococo and Palladian is the two dimensional equivalent of 
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the village of Portmeirion, the creation of Clough Williams-Ellis, which was begun 
in 1927’ (2005, p. 62). Portmeirion’s buildings resemble domestic Italian Riviera 
architecture and are composed of fragments of earlier buildings. This constructs 
in reality Freud’s metaphorical explanation of fantasies as ‘Baroque palaces, 
constructed out of the columns and pavements of ancient Rome’ (Tickner, 2000, 
p. 74). Whistler’s Plas Newydd mural (fig. 5.1) was reproduced on the cover of 
Williams-Ellis’ book The Pleasures of Architecture (1954 [1924]), cementing the 
association. I interpret Portmeirion as queer because like the buildings Whistler 
painted, its real structures deploy a visual language that is theatrical, displaced 
in context, composite and distanced from dominant contemporaneous culture 
(Gruffudd, 1995). 
Mediterranean landscapes, classical objects and buildings recur in Tennant, 
Messel and Whistler’s visual language. This iconography was gendered and 
is associated with histories of homosexuality (Aldrich, 1993). The Italian and 
English countryside and the centrality of Italian art to British social networks, 
is a theme of queer writer E. M. Forster’s A Room with a View (1908). In this 
novel, the character Mr Emerson states that ‘Women like looking at a view; men 
don’t’ (Forster, 2000 [1908], p. 25). Framed as views in general, this statement is 
contextually linked to Italy and positions Whistler’s works such as Tivoli from the 
Road (1929) (fig. 5.35) as feminine or queerly effeminate for some audiences of 
Forster’s generation. The title of Coward’s song A Room with a View (1928) points 
towards Forster’s novel, while his lyrics evoke a view to signify a couple’s fantasy 
escape from the strictures of normative society. Sassoon and Tennant knew 
Forster and Whistler designed theatre sets for Coward. As in my discussion of 
Hellenism in Chapter One, classical study offered a conceptual and social model 
to advocates of male-male bonds. Art collector Edward Perry Warren (1860-1928) 
established a Hellenistic community of men in his sequestered Sussex home, 
enacting a private queer utopia in the English countryside (Potvin, 2014). Perry 
Warren also oversaw the decoration of Henry James’ Lamb House in Sussex, 
which was subsequently occupied by E. F. Benson. Both authors and this house 
have been subject to queer readings (Stevens, 2008; Goldhill, 2016; Boyd, 2018). 
Siegfried Sassoon was one probable conduit for Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s 
knowledge of Hellenism and its visual language because he had stayed with Perry 
Warren in America in 1920 (Gunn, 2014). 
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I interpret Whistler’s Tivoli painting (fig. 5.35) as queer because it demonstrates 
his affinity with particular landscapes that have associations with queer history. Its 
creation also depended on the aegis of his queer friend Lord Berners, who drove 
him to the real site (Whistler, 1985). Berners also travelled in Europe with Messel, 
as photographs in Messel’s archive testify. Tivoli is the site of the Roman Emperor 
Hadrian’s palace complex. Hadrian is important to queer histories because of his 
homosexual relationship with the younger Antinous, who has since been taken up 
as an emblem of male homosexuality (Waters, 1995). As I discuss in Chapter Four, 
Messel adopted what I interpret as a Bacchus/Antinous persona in impromptu 
performances. The union of older and younger men was central to Hellenistic 
ethos and contextualises age differences between Berners and Whistler/Messel, 
Messel and Philpot, Tennant and Sassoon, and Whistler and Bullock. Whistler 
expressed the significance of Tivoli in a letter to Olivier:
…think of seeing Tivoli for the first time!! I don’t know what I shall do, when 
I find myself…looking at (and I hope sketching) the immortal waterfalls 
and grottoes and treading the ground halloed by Claude and Poussin, 
Piranesi...This letter sounds just like a débutante’s, written the day before 
‘coming out’! 
(Whistler to Edith Olivier, quoted in Thomasson, 2015, p. 130)
Whistler’s ‘coming out’ is not a statement of sexual identity but he equates 
visiting and drawing Tivoli with a class based, women’s coming-of-age ritual. 
Creative practice and queer self-becoming are aligned with a queer space and 
queer history in his letter, which is written in the heightened tone of camp. 
Fig. 5.35. Whistler, 
R. (1929) Tivoli from 
the Road. Oil paint on 
canvas. 10 x 14 inches 
(25.4 x 35.56 cm). Private 
collection. Accessed 29th 




The features and organisation of Hadrian’s villa complex at Tivoli facilitated and 
have since become associated with, homosexual and homosocial pleasures in 
a countryside locale (Betsky, 1997). These comprised colonnades, a bathing 
pool, statues, a grotto, a natural waterfall, hydraulic cascades and discrete but 
linked outdoor spaces (Betsky, 1997). Like the composites of capricci paintings, 
it recreated or represented styles and emblems drawn from elsewhere, including 
Greece and Egypt. The visual language of the villa has become aligned with 
Hadrian and Antinous’ identities and homosexual relationship. Queer artist 
Duncan Grant ‘owned a…plaster sculpture of the Capitoline Antinous, the original 
found in Hadrian’s villa in Tivoli’ (Clarke, 2016). Whistler knew Grant, as I detail in 
Chapter Two. The Villa became an influential reference point for architecture and 
landscape design in later periods with different sexual codes. A visual language of 
Italian classicism outside Italy, has at particular historical moments been an index 
of sophistication, as in English country houses. Such English classicism sustains 
multiple cultural associations, including a linkage to queer masculinity because of 
its relationship to spaces of aristocratic performances, which I discuss in relation 
to queer identities in Chapter Two. 
John Addison’s published description of Tivoli matches the view Whistler’s 
painting represents (1837, p. 363) (fig. 5.35). Addison was a significant voice 
in early eighteenth-century architectural discourse and John Vanbrugh ‘was 
on familiar terms with Addison’ (Hart, 2008, p. 86). Vanbrugh is credited with 
introducing Baroque architecture to Britain, a style later used to define interwar 
British aesthetics and linked to Sacheverell Sitwell’s Southern Baroque Art 
(1924) (Calloway,1994; Stevenson, 2018). In Chapters Two and Four, I discuss 
the importance of theatricality to Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s queer visual 
language. This aspect of Baroque is underscored by Vanbrugh’s status as a writer 
of dramatic comedies. Whistler made illustrations for the dust-wrapper of his 
brother’s book Sir John Vanbrugh, Architect and Dramatist (1938), demonstrating 
the significance of Vanbrugh in this period and to Whistler specifically. Interwar 
baroque style was contemporaneously received as both fashionable and queer. 
Osbert Lancaster linked it with a fashionable elite area of London, centred on 
Curzon Street, an address also queered by Wilde’s mention of it in several plays 
and The Picture of Dorian Gray (1890). The style was colloquially described as 
‘buggers’ baroque’, a phrase pointing towards its association with queer men and 
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the ambiguous, double edged reception of both baroque style and homosexuality 
in interwar Britain (Calloway, 1994, p. 47).
Aaron Betsky (1997) interprets private artificial bathing pools as part of a queer 
visual language because of their association with narcissism and in relation to 
their use at Hadrian’s villa as sites for homosex. Bathing parties were part of 
Whistler’s interwar social calendar, as his events diaries in his archive evidence. 
Private pools such as at Port Lympne signalled sociality, wealth and participation 
in the body cultures I detail in Chapter Four. When linked to queer patrons such as 
Philip Sassoon I also interpret both real and represented pools as signalling queer 
performance, body display, opportunities for voyeuristic gazing and homosexual 
encounters. I make this reading in view of the proliferation of images of bathing in 
art now frequently analysed as queer, including works by Henry Scott Tuke and 
Duncan Grant (Barlow, 2017), as well as in relation to the prominence of bathing 
men in Montague Glover’s early twentieth-century homoerotic photography 
(Gardiner, 1992). The connection between queer networks and queer architecture 
is demonstrated by a photograph of Messel with queer architect Barry Dierks, 
possibly at the residence Dierks built for himself on the French Riviera, Villa Le 
Trident. Dierks designed buildings for many British clients, including queer writer 
Somerset Maugham and the name of his Villa repeats a linkage between Neptune 
imagery and queer spaces. 
Fig. 5.36. Unknown 
(1936) Scene from the 
Film ‘Romeo and Juliet’. 
Gelatin silver print pasted 
onto card. Approximately 
10 x 12 inches (25.4 x 
30.48 cm). In ‘Messel Box 
116’ ref. THM/321/63/2, 
folder ‘Romeo & Juliet, 
Film, Hollywood 1936’. 
Photographed by Bench, 
P. 15th September 2017. 
London: Victoria and Albert 
Museum, Blythe House.
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Fig. 5.37. Unknown (c. 1930s) Pool in the 
Garden of Schloss Hellbrunn, Salzburg. 
Contact print. Approximately 2 3/8 x 2 3/8 
inches (6 x 6 cm). In album labelled ‘Austria 
and Italy zone 4, 11’. Photographed by 
Bench, P. 24th April 2018. Bristol: Oliver 
Messel Archive, Theatre Collection at The 
Bristol University Theatre Collection.
Fig. 5.38. Whistler, R. (1930-32) Mural at Port 
Lympne (detail). Oil paint on canvas on wall. 
Side end wall by entrance. Approximately 
9ft (2.74 m) x 3 ½ ft (1.07m). See figure 5.44. 
Photographed by Bench, P. 28th June 2018. 
Kent: Port Lympne.
Fig. 5.39. Whistler, R. (1930-32) 
Mural at Port Lympne (detail). Oil 
paint on canvas on wall. Lower 
part of end wall by entrance. 
Approximately 20 x 32 inches 
(50.8 x 81.28 cm). See figure 
5.44. Photographed by Bench, 
P. 28th June 2018. Kent: Port 
Lympne.
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Messel’s sets for Romeo and Juliet (1936) use a visual vocabulary of pools, 
columns and arches, features common to Hadrian’s palace, other Italian villas and 
multiple grand European and English country houses (figs. 5.36, 5.37 and 5.40). 
Demonstrating a circuit of association, I have identified the location represented 
in figure 5.37 as the garden at Schloss Hellbrunn, Salzburg. I propose that such 
photographs functioned for Messel simultaneously as touristic records and 
professional research. The design of the gardens at Scholss Hellbrunn drew on 
those of Villa d’Este, which Ippolito II d’Este constructed in the sixteenth century 
in Tivoli, using parts of Hadrian’s Villa. A defining feature of both villas are their 
fountains, Villa d’Este including a fountain of Neptune. I contend that Messel 
was drawn to the visual language and queer connections of these gardens and 
that Whistler used them as a model for his Port Lympne mural (fig. 5.39), which 
includes a Neptune fountain with a cascade like that of figure 5.37. Whistler also 
included a suggestively shaped fountain, which I propose was a camp gesture 
made for his own amusement (lower foreground of fig. 5.38). 
Fig. 5.40. Unknown 
(1936) Scene from the 
Film ‘Romeo and Juliet’. 
Gelatin silver print pasted 
to card. Approximately 
10 x 12 inches (25.4 x 
30.48 cm). In ‘Messel Box 
116’ ref. THM/321/63/2, 
folder ‘Romeo & Juliet, 
Film, Hollywood 1936’. 
Photographed by Bench, 
P. 15th September 2017. 
London: Victoria and Albert 
Museum, Blythe House.
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Architectural arches proliferate in Messel and Whistler’s corpuses and I ascribe 
their appeal to their connotative value (figs. 5.40, 5.41 and 5.42). Arches trace 
a rise and fall, an arc inversely reflected by swags or festoons as in figure 5.40. 
They imply swooping gestures of high-low extremes, offering a visual metaphor 
for the cultural expectation that queer men are theatrically excessive but ill-fated. 
Tennant and Messel’s arches and arch-like compositions are decorative margins 
framing narrative action (figs. 5.11, 5.19 and 5.42). Whistler additionally depicts 
arches as free-standing heterotopic structures, as in his murals for Brook House 
and in his painting In the Wilderness (fig. 5.32). Signifying of threshold space, 
arches divide audience and performer. They delimit a view while inviting passage 
Fig. 5.41. Whistler, R. (1936-8) Dining-
Room at Plas Newydd (detail, end 
wall). Probably oil paint on canvas 
panel on wall, trompe l’oeil fireplaces 
on end walls (not shown) are 
painted onto wall surface. This panel 
approximately 12 ft 6 in x 4 ft 6 inches 
(3.81 x 137.16 cm). See also figure 
5.1. Photographed by Bench, P. 6th 
June 2018. Anglesey: Plas Newydd.
Fig. 5.42. Messel, O. (1932) Oliver 
Messel’s Model for the Gates 
of the Palace of Sparta. Gelatin 
silver print pasted into album. 
Approximately 6 x 8 inches (15.24 
x 20.32 cm). In album labelled 
‘9 zone 4’. Also published in 
Messel, O. and Laver, J. (1933) 
with the caption: ‘Helen: model for 
telescopic perspective columns. 
Gates of the Palace of Sparta’. 
Photographed by Bench, P. 26th 
June 2018. Bristol: Oliver Messel 
Archive, Theatre Collection at The 
University of Bristol.
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or gazes, like the walls of the metaphorical closet. Messel and Whistler used 
enfilade structures, which encompass successive architectural frames, invite 
forward progression, replicate mirror-like infinity, imply hidden surveillance and 
offer distant spaces as heterotopic goals (figs. 5.41 and 5.42). I propose these 
qualities construct enfilades as apt metaphors for the unnameable anxieties 
and theatrical enjoyments of interwar queer subjectivities. Whistler’s trompe 
l’oeil paintings of corridors at Plas Newydd (figs. 5.1 and 5.41) are theatrically 
configured at either side of the main scene like theatre wings, purporting to offer 
entry and escape. Simultaneously false and real, I propose that they occupy a 
definitional hinterland analogous to interwar queer identities.
Fig. 5.43. Port Lympne 
Garden and House. 
Photographed by Bench, P. 
28th June 2018. Kent: Port 
Lympne.
Fig. 5.44. Whistler, R. (1930-
32) Mural at Port Lympne. Oil 
paint on canvas and ceiling 
plaster. Length 22 ft 1 in. 
(6.73 cm), breadth 17 ft 2 in. 
(5.23 m), height painted walls 
9ft (2.74 m). See Whistler, L. 
and Fuller, R. (1960, p. 4). 
Photograph copyright Angelo 
Hornak. Kent: Port Lympne. 




Philip Sassoon commissioned ‘gay architect’ Philip Tilden to remodel Port 
Lympne in the 1920s, at which point a pool was added (Stevenson, 2018, p. 146) 
(fig. 5.43). The house contains murals by Whistler (figs. 5.38, 5.39 and 5.44) and 
a frieze of Egyptian-style male semi-nudes by Philpot. Sassoon used this house 
as a secure space to host his queer and queer-accepting social network, which 
included Bullock (Thomasson, 2015). It was described euphemistically in 1923 by 
an anonymous author in Country Life as ‘exotic’ and ‘a compact fairy palace in 
which one walks, wide-eyed, as though on air’ (Cornforth, 1988, p. 192). This is 
comparable to Romantic poet Samuel Rogers’ description of Lord Ronald Gower 
and his house: ‘...a fairy palace...the Duchess is the good fairy!’, which Potvin 
reads as queer (quoted in Potvin, 2014, p. 43). Tilden’s obituary in The Times 
described his work as in ‘a somewhat lush and luxurious taste’ (Bettley, 1987, p. 
23). I propose that this allusive phrasing indicates the authors’ understandings 
of Tilden and Port Lympne’s connection to queer networks and a history of 
queer style. The review’s language and tone suggest queer appreciation for a 
queer space, while I read the obituary’s language as indicating heteronormative 
distaste. Whistler cannot have ignored the queerness of this site and patron, while 
Sassoon viewed his work and presence as an appropriate addition.
Fig. 5.45. Messel, O. (1937) Bathroom at Val Verde, Santa Barbara, California. 
Photography by Berge Aran. Published in Messel, T. (2011, pp. 92-93). 
232
In 1937 Messel designed a bedroom-bathroom suite at Val Verde (Green Valley), 
the Santa Barbara home of queer art collector Wright Ludington (fig. 5.45). 
Tennant wrote to Beaton that he had visited Santa Barbara in 1929 or 1930. 
Bertram Goodhue designed the original building (Shand-Tucci, 1995) and was 
urged by his business partner to be cautious because he was ‘queer and queer 
things are looked at askance since Oscar’s [Wilde’s] exposé’ (Charles Wentworth 
quoted in Stevens, 2008, p. 12). Extending my discussion of green as a queer 
signifier, Robin S. Karson (2007) proposes that Val Verde’s name was queer code. 
The classical themes of Messel’s decoration at Val Verde are more explicit and 
coherent than Whistler’s at Port Lympne. I propose that the suite’s theatricality 
reflects Ludington’s interest in Hollywood and that Messel’s Roman themed décor 
exhibits the exaggeration of his set designs. The bed Messel designed for Val 
Verde resembles one in Romeo and Juliet (1936). Remodelled with landscape 
architect Lockwood de Forest Jr.:
Ludington’s new pool and exotic gallery were part of a general 
metamorphosis that was transforming Val Verde into a version of Hadrian’s 
Villa, peopled with a dazzling assortment of nude figures, only some of 
whom were Greek and Roman statues. De Forest and Ludington had 
visited the ruins together on their 1921 tour... 
(Karson, 2007, p. 294)
Paralleling my interpretation of Whistler in figure 5.29, I interpret a photograph 
of Messel posing in the bath he designed at Val Verde as evidence of his ease 
within Ludington’s queer coterie (Karson, 2007). I contend that Ludington was 
drawn to Messel and Sassoon to Whistler, through recognition of their shared 
queer subjectivity and visual language, which prioritised images of historic 
Mediterranean spaces as stages for queer performance and sociality. This is 
situated by my discussion of intersubjectivity in Chapter Two, my stress on queer 
collaboration in Chapter Four and the description that Val Verde was an ‘intensely 
personal and artistic endeavour’ (Karson, 2007, p. 294). As queer patrons, it was 
also important for Ludington and Sassoon to employ artists and designers they 




In this chapter I demonstrated that historical research has undervalued interwar 
British art, marginalised queer artists and/or the significance of queer subjectivity 
to artistic practice. This has limited available comparisons to Tennant, Messel and 
Whistler. Using the methods and theoretical framework I established in Chapters 
One to Three, I contended that these men and their works were positioned as 
queerly effeminate in relation to the gendered terms of interwar artistic discourse. 
I also extended my critique of biographical commentary. Continuing to link all 
three men’s works but focusing on Whistler, I developed queer readings of his 
landscape paintings by comparing his identity performances and works with his 
heteronormative and queer artistic contemporaries. I followed this by outlining 
Foucault’s concept of heterotopias as a theoretical framework by which I read 
elements of Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s visual language as metaphors for 
queer experience. This guided my comparative reading of Whistler’s works 
against Nicolas Poussin’s paintings and shaped my interpretation of the 
queerness of Arcadian imagery. Linked to this discussion, I provided the first 
academic analysis of Whistler’s previously lost painting, Ulysses’ Farewell to 
Penelope (1932-3) and argued that it is situated by a history of queer personal, 
literary and visual relationships. 
This chapter ended by analysing the type of architecture associated with 
the visual language these men shared. I developed further readings of queer 
metaphor and outlined links to contemporaneous and historic queer people and 
spaces. This reiterated the significance of classical antiquity and queer networks 
to the imagery and development of Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s queer visual 
language and identities. By establishing a queer visual language of landscape, 
this chapter contributes fresh material and interpretation to queer art histories, 
which have focused on figurative works as evidence of homoeroticism and 
gender non-conformity (Saslow, 1999; Cooper, 1994 [1986]; Reed, 2011). This 
chapter developed themes discussed in Chapter Four, which analysed embodied 
appearance. Its focus on exteriors is complemented by the following chapter, 
which focuses on interiors.
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Chapter Six
Queer Interiors: Identities, Networks and Objects 
Introduction
In this chapter I analyse and explore the relationships between Tennant, Messel 
and Whistler’s queer subjectivities and the interiors they decorated, frequented 
and depicted. This draws on the theoretical frameworks established in Chapters 
One, Two and Three and complements my attention to their self-presentation in 
Chapter Four and exterior spaces in Chapter Five. I analyse representations of 
real and imagined spaces, giving focus to Tennant and Messel’s corpuses in order 
to rebalance my attention to Whistler in Chapter Five. I examine and compare 
photographic and written records, remaining cognisant of historiographical and 
biographical contingencies. I begin by comparing Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s 
interiors with contemporaneous and earlier examples, in order to demonstrate 
their relative queer characteristics and to situate their visual language within and 
against the gendered terms of interwar design discourse. To further gauge the 
interwar reception of these men as queer, I examine contemporaneous press 
articles that demonstrate both their negotiation of queer identity through interior 
decoration and the strategies of reporters. Extending current commentary on their 
interiors, I situate Tennant, Messel and Whistler within the context of localised 
queer and queer-accepting networks and social spaces. This contributes queer 
readings to histories of interior decoration and develops my argument for a queer 
visual language. Finally, I analyse selected visual motifs and objects as queer 
by outlining visual relationships and cultural associations within a framework of 
biographical and contextual research. 
Interwar Interior Decoration: Historiography, Gender and 
Networks 
I argue that Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s interior decoration practices, as 
with their interests in fashion, were ambiguously positioned as effeminately 
queer in interwar British discourse. The reception of interior decoration was 
contemporaneously and has been subsequently shaped by overlapping cultural 
tensions regarding gender, modernity, class and nationhood (Pilkey et al., 2017). 
The role of the interior decorator emerged as a feature of western industrial 
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modernity and consumer cultures in the nineteenth century and was well 
established in Britain by the interwar years (Massey, 2008 [1990]; Reed, 2006). 
The decorator role was gendered as feminine in a matrix that linked masculinity 
to public life (Cook 2014; Potvin, 2014), while ‘women increasingly became the 
key progenitors of the meanings that came to be embedded within the domestic 
interior’ (Sparke, 2004, p. 72). Late twentieth-century feminist interest in the home 
as a politicised space and recent debates regarding historical representation, 
have highlighted significant women in design history (Pilkey et al., 2017). Among 
interwar examples, the wealthy and/or socially well-connected Syrie Maugham, 
Elsie de Wolfe and Sybil Colefax have been described as ‘Lady Decorators’, 
a moniker also pointing towards the classed networks of these women (Lewis 
and Goodman, 2010). This label sustains the historiographical opposition of 
male architects with female decorators, masking productive relationships across 
disciplines and between identity groups. Despite the queer male decorator later 
becoming a cultural stereotype (Halperin, 2012), as in other fields, the social and 
legal inducement to discretion has effaced queer male contributions to interwar 
interior decoration. This limits the availability of close comparisons by which I 
analyse Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s interior decoration and design practices.
I propose that the visual language practiced by prominent interwar women 
decorators and less well reported queer men, was commonly understood as 
feminine by interwar audiences and in subsequent historiography, against 
the work of largely heteronormative male architects associated with avant-
garde modernism. Such architects have been the dominant focus of interwar 
architecture and interior design histories (Reed, 2006). Elizabeth Darling explains 
that:
...the equation of modernist architecture with the forms of the so-called 
International Style (flat roofs, free plan, no ornament, asymmetry) led to the 
writing out of architectural history large quantities of projects that did not fit 
this model...
(Darling, 2011, p. 129)
Tennant, Messel and Whistler did not practice this purportedly masculine, 
modernist visual language. Their interiors included features attacked in Adolf 
Loos’ polemical Ornament and Crime (1908), which associated ornamentation 
with femininity and capitalist society’s desire for constant change. Loos 
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connected lack of ornamentation with masculinity, health and ‘intellectual 
strength’ (Loos, 1998 [1908], p. 175). He stated that ‘ornament is…a symptom 
of backwardness or degeneracy’ (ibid., p. 172). His use of ‘degeneracy’ recalls 
language associated with Wilde’s trials, queering ornamentation that Loos 
understood as necessarily historical pastiche. Ideologically reclaiming domestic 
space as masculine by connotative signification, Le Corbusier developed Loos’ 
sentiment with his concept that ‘a house is a machine for living in’ (Le Corbusier, 
1989 [1923], p. 95). In an earlier essay Loos (1898) explained ‘styles’ as the 
antithesis of personal expression and a feature of fashion, which was culturally 
feminised. Loos’ influence is evident in Le Corbusier’s statement about ‘the 
degeneration of “style,” the old clothes of a past age…[a] servile salute to the 
past’ (Le Corbusier, 1989 [1923], p. 94). Halperin asserts that ‘[w]e have noted 
the importance gay male culture places on style – its characteristic tendency 
to accord value to any coherent expression of a historically specific system of 
taste’ (Halperin, 2012, p. 315). I read Loos’ and Le Corbusier’s antipathy for style, 
as coded opposition to a feminine or effeminately queer visual language that 
prioritised a kind of historicism important to Tennant, Messel and Whistler. 
In her analysis of interiors with features common to Tennant, Messel and 
Whistler’s visual language, Alice Friedman (2019) argues that ornamental rococo 
style objects in Otto Preminger’s film Laura (1944) were deployed to establish 
the suspicious, queer, deviant nature of a central character. This evidences the 
continued hardening of a gendered stylistic binary and queer characterisations 
already established by the interwar years. Friedman states that the signatures of 
avant-garde modernist architecture, ‘glass walls, clean lines and smooth white 
surfaces conveyed objective, masculine and morally superior values’, while 
‘ornament and gilded surfaces...came to encode...weakness and self-indulgence 
associated with femininity and, especially, effeminacy’ (2019, p. 89).
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Extending my discussion in Chapter Five and drawing on Halperin’s (2012) 
contention above, I propose that rococo and baroque styles offered Tennant, 
Messel and Whistler coherent systems and alternatives to avant-garde modernist 
idioms associated with ideal interwar masculinity. Whistler sketched Baroque 
churches in Italy and I have identified the Rococo interior of The Pilgrimage 
Church of Wies in Messel’s photographs (fig. 6.1). This underscores Rococo’s 
association with religious spaces connected to concepts of transcendence, 
which I discuss in relation to queer subjectivity in Chapter Five. Across a 
timespan extending from the early seventeenth century to the late eighteenth 
century, Baroque design developed into Rococo, its scrolling forms becoming 
increasingly asymmetric, finely detailed and characterised by natural motifs such 
as shells (Bailey, 2012). Rococo forms often frame Tennant’s Lascar designs 
and characterise objects he owned (Sotheby’s, 1987). Rococo is commonly 
associated with Marie Antoinette and Madame de Pompadour, directing its 
reception as aristocratic and feminine (Milam, 2011), a cultural linkage mobilised 
by Maugham and de Wolfe. De Wolfe and Preminger were part of the same 
New York coterie, her interiors informing set designs in his films (Friedman, 
2019). I contend that Baroque and Rococo forms appealed to Tennant, Messel 
and Whistler as men belonging to, or associating themselves with, upper-
class identities but positioned outside increasingly sedimented concepts of 
heteronormative masculinity.
Eighteenth-century styles are common across a visual language Tennant, Messel 
and Whistler’s shared with interwar and earlier queer decorators. Edith Wharton, 
who had relationships with women (Stern, 2009), wrote The Decoration of Houses 
Fig. 6.1. Messel, O. (c. 1930s) 
Album Page. Thick paper 
with pasted photographs. 
Approximately 17 x 24 inches 
(43.18 x 60.96 cm). In album 
labelled ‘Austria & Italy zone 4, 
11’. Photographed by Bench, P. 
24th April 2018. Bristol: Oliver 
Messel Archive, Theatre Collection 
at The University of Bristol.
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(1897) with queer architect Ogden Codman, who had a ‘fanatical interest in the…
decoration and culture of the eighteenth century’ (Calloway, 1988, p. 91). In the 
generation prior to Tennant, Messel and Whistler, ‘eighteenth-century French 
décor denoted social and aesthetic refinement’ (Mansfield, 2013, p. 58). By the 
early twentieth century, eighteenth-century style was ‘dangerous…because of its 
seductive association with a self-serving aristocracy’ and ‘its presumed capacity 
to feminise’ (Mansfield, p. 61). I contend that it appealed to Tennant, Messel and 
Whistler because of its cultural opposition to ‘the vigorous and productive values 
of the middle class’, which had become socially dominant in the late nineteenth 
century and was broadly hostile to queer identities (Kosofsky Sedgwick, 1985, 
p. 93). Stanford White was part of Wharton’s circle and like Wilsford’s interiors, 
his interior decoration combined antiques, architectural niches and polar bear 
skins. White owned an ivy-covered velvet swing, which I link to Jean-Honoré 
Fragonard’s painting The Swing (c. 1767). I propose White was attracted to the 
transgressive sexual flirtation this painting represents and identified with its 
female subject. The painting resides in archetypal Rococo interiors at the Wallace 
Collection, alongside Nicolas Lancret’s paintings, which directed the fancy dress I 
outline in Chapter Four (Hoare, 1990) (fig. 4.24). 
I foreground the significance of gender to Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s 
interiors, while acknowledging that normativity and queer are unstable categories 
(Boellstorff, 2017, p. xviii) and that British interwar discourse on interiors was 
complex. For example, much interwar design entailed a break with the visual 
language of the prior generation (Darling, 2006; Green, 1976). Lytton Strachey’s 
Eminent Victorians (1918) and Christopher Isherwood’s All the Conspirators (1928) 
exemplify iconoclastic responses to the values of the prior generation. These 
authors were part of Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s broader network. Messel’s 
biography positions his preference for theatrical, expansive and light spaces in 
opposition to the dark, overladen, Victorian interiors of his grandparents’ house 
(Castle, 1986). Tennant’s elimination of Wilsford’s Arts and Crafts decoration is 
similarly framed by Hoare (1990). Its original design style is evident in its exterior 
(fig. 6.2). Interiors weighted towards romantic historicism could however exhibit 
‘the modernist hall marks of light and space’ (Cook, 2017, p. 126). Strategies of 
re-appropriation that characterise camp, such as the Sitwell brothers’ predilection 
for Victoriana, stressed their difference from contemporaries but did not signal 
239
allegiance with their parents’ generation. The Sitwell brothers lived together 
and their interiors were publicised in the interwar years (Calloway, 1988). Osbert 
Sitwell had relationships with men and included an account of Whistler’s life in 
Noble Essences (1950). Sacheverell is conventionally recorded as heterosexual. 
Reed’s (2006) categorisation of ‘amusing style’ informs my analysis of Tennant, 
Messel and Whistler’s interiors because it is drawn from interwar commentary 
and accommodates the complex intersection of styles and meanings pertinent 
to these men. Underscoring the queerness of this category and indicating the 
masculinist nature of historiography, Reed asserts that ‘implications of sexual 
deviance attached to the Amusing style sufficed to preclude expressions of 
interest in it by art and design historians (always a suspect class in the hierarchies 
of machismo)’ (Reed, 2006, p. 397). 
Collaboration between heteronormative and queer women and queer men, recurs 
in Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s interwar networks but has been side-lined 
in twentieth-century lesbian and gay histories, which have emphasised fixed, 
polarised sexual identities. While acknowledging that heteronormative masculinity 
is not a monolithic category and that these networks incorporated heterosexual 
men, I read such collaboration as resulting from mutual positioning outside broad 
societal ideals that prioritised emphatic performances of fixed binary genders 
and heterosexual monogamous coupling. I contend that Tennant, Messel and 
Whistler’s privileged coterie included diverse sexualities and relationships but 
operated with a consciousness of less permissive public opinion. 
Fig. 6.2. Unknown (1906) 
Wilsford Manor. Originally 
published in Country Life, 
29th September 1906. 
Reproduced in The Contents 
of Wilsford Manor, Sotheby’s, 
October 1987, p. 5.
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Fig. 6.5. Mortimer, J. (1987) First 
Floor Landing at Wilsford Manor. 
Published in The World of Interiors, 
October 1987, pp. 150-151. These 
curtains also photographed and 
published in The Contents of Wilsford 
Manor, Sotheby’s, October 1987, p. 
79. Probably purchased by Tennant 
in 1936/7 from Syrie Maugham.
Fig. 6.4. Fowler Smith, J. (1939) 
The Landing of Wilsford Manor. 
Photograph probably intended 
for Vogue, House & Garden, 
11th August 1939. Published in 
The Contents of Wilsford Manor, 
Sotheby’s, October 1987, p. 19.
Fig. 6.3. Beaton, C. (April 1938) The Study 
at Wilsford Manor. Caption includes: ‘red 
and white curtains probably supplied by 
Syrie Maugham’. Copyright of The Cecil 
Beaton Studio Archive at Sotheby’s. 
Published in The Contents of Wilsford 
Manor, Sotheby’s, October 1987, p. 18.
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Syrie Maugham was instrumental in Wilsford’s interwar redecoration and was 
part of Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s network. She was married to Somerset 
Maugham, who following their separation lived in France with two successive 
male partners (Hastings, 2010). Syrie Maugham commissioned flower designs 
from Constance Spry who had what I interpret as a queer relationship with the 
artist Gluck, whose painting style I discuss in Chapter Five (Souhami, 2013 
[1988]). An illustration by Whistler features in Spry’s floristry book (Spry, 1937) 
and Spry-like floral displays feature in photographs of Wilsford (figs. 6.3 and 6.4). 
Tennant also made a drawing resembling Gluck’s Medallion (YouWe) (1936) and 
Christian Schad’s Freundinnen (Girlfriends) (1930) (Sotheby’s, 1987, lot 685, p. 
148). These paintings deploy the blonde-brunette coupling in the depiction of 
what I interpret as queer couples, extending my discussion in Chapter Four.
 
Maugham’s visual language overlapped with Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s and 
its features included: ‘off-white satin drapes’, ‘white walls, glittering mirrors in 
white rococo plaster frames’, ‘[g]lass, silver-and white ceramic ash-trays’ and 
‘cubist lines…juxtaposed with eighteenth-century baroque forms. Flowers and the 
fall of heavy drapery’ (Fisher, 1978, p. 21). Richard Fisher notes that ‘the plaster 
palm frond’ was an important interwar motif for Maugham (1978, p. 29). Many 
of these hallmarks were present in Wilsford’s interiors, while the house’s 1987 
Fig. 6.6. Probably Roche, S. (c. 1935) Palm Torchère. 
Pink painted plaster. 6ft (183 cm). Published in The 
Contents of Wilsford Manor, Sotheby’s, October 
1987, p. 65.
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contents included objects ‘painted white’ or ‘distressed’, indicating Maugham 
as their interwar source (Sotheby’s, 1987) (figs. 6.3, 6.4 and 6.5). The Wilsford 
auction catalogue lists several pairs of satin curtains (fig. 6.5), statues and a palm 
frond torchère (fig. 6.6), which by 1987 was painted pink. The Edward James 
collection at West Dean houses a similar lamp and James’ Monkton house 
included theatrical palms as exterior decoration. Comparable palms feature in 
Messel’s set design for Helen! (1932) (fig. 6.7) and Whistler’s set design for Pride 
and Prejudice (1936). Whistler also included palms in his frontispiece drawing for 
de la Mare’s Desert Islands (1930).
I argue that these items, motifs and their styles contribute to a visual language 
disassociated from normative interwar masculinity and masculinist design rhetoric 
but connected to queer men. I interpret the decorative palm fronds that appealed 
to Tennant, Messel and Whistler as simultaneously signalling an exoticism linked 
to the eroticised performances of dancers like Féral Benga, discussed in Chapter 
Four, the luxury of Georgian aristocratic homes, theatricality and artificiality. 
Figure 6.6 is typical of Serge Roche’s plaster pieces, which drew on or copied 
antique examples (Battersby, 1988 [1971], p. 199). Messel and Jean-Michel Frank 
produced plaster sculptures for Maugham, while mirror panelling is characteristic 
of Roche’s furniture and the frames surrounding several of Messel’s artworks (see 
fig. 4.39). Peter McNeil and Giorgio Riello state that ‘[u]nlike Cecil Beaton, Rex 
Whistler and Oliver Messel, Frank’s theatricality never became saccharine nor 
was it especially camp’ (McNeil and Riello, 2013, p. 220). This echoes Laurence 
Whistler’s (1985) and Owen’s (1993) attempts to distance Whistler from other 
queer men, which I detail in Chapter Four. As with these authors, McNeil and 
Riello paradoxically draw attention to the similarities they deny and point to their 
queerness. This antipathy also recalls Graham-Dixon’s pejorative dismissal of 
Whistler’s works, which I highlight in Chapter Five and read as evidence that 
this visual language was latterly received as of low cultural value in line with its 
queerness.
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Fig. 6.8. Whistler, R. (1937) Mural 
Panel for the Sitting Room at Brook 
House, Park Lane, London (detail). 
Oil paint on canvas or wood. Cupid 
panel as pictured, approximately 
26 x 32 inches (66.04 x 81.28 cm). 
Photographed by Bench, P. 29th 
May 2018. Lewknor, Oxfordshire: 
Private collection.
Fig. 6.9. Whistler, R. (1937) Mural 
for the Sitting Room at Brook 
House, Park Lane, London. 
Oil paint on canvas, wood and 
ceiling plaster. Entire mural: Wall 
A: 8 ft 9 in. x 23 ft. 5 in. (2.67 x 
7.14 m), Wall B: 8ft. 9 in. x 14 ft 
7 in. (2.67 x 4.45 m), Wall C: 8 ft. 
9 in. x 17 ft. 2 in. (2.67 x 5.23 m). 
Photographed by Bench, P. 29th 
May 2018. Lewknor, Oxfordshire: 
Private collection.
Fig. 6.7. Unknown (1932) Press for ‘Helen!’. 
Tear sheet pasted into album. Approximately 
12 x 9 inches (30.48 x 22.86 cm). The 
Bystander, 6th February 1932, p. 261. Title: 
‘“Oh, Thou Art Fairer Than The Evening 
Air!”’. Caption: ‘Helen of troy Sleeps: 
Evelyn Laye in “Helen,” The New Classical 
Burlesque’. In Helen! album labelled ‘9 zone 
4’. Photographed by Bench, P. 26th June 
2018. Bristol: Oliver Messel Archive, Theatre 
Collection at The University of Bristol.
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Multiple commentators connect Messel’s bedroom scene for Helen! (fig. 
6.7) to Maugham’s white interiors, including her drawing-room (see fig. 6.10) 
(Castle, 1986; Messel, 2011). Messel and Maugham both deployed strong 
colours elsewhere, but Messel’s archive demonstrates that his white set for 
Helen! dominated interwar press coverage, while Maugham’s white interiors 
are highlighted as her signature in historiography. Maugham’s all-white interiors 
cohere with aspects of a modernist language of hygiene but I also connect them 
to Oscar Wilde’s Tite Street home (Hayes, 2013). As with white interwar interiors, 
architect E. W. Godwin’s nineteenth-century:
...design for Oscar and Constance [Wilde’s wife] recalibrated prevailing 
domestic conventions without countermanding them. The dining room’s 
white colours alluded to the avant-garde artist studios Wilde sought to be 
associated with.
(Hayes, 2013, p. 47)
I interpret Messel’s white bedroom set design in Helen! in relation to Charles 
Kingsley’s The Water-Babies: A Fairy Tale for a Land-Baby (1994 [1862-3]), 
which I propose was also shaped by Wilde’s Aestheticism. The 1885 edition of 
this novel was illustrated by Messel’s grandfather Edward Linley Sambourne, 
suggesting Messel’s familiarity with the text. Its protagonist, Tom, ‘had never 
been in gentlefolks’ rooms’, which he recognised as such because of the class 
connotations of a room’s ‘white window-curtains, white bed-curtains, white 
furniture, and white walls’ (Kingsley, 1994 [1862-3], p. 18). Tom identifies it as 
‘a lady’s room…by the dresses which lay about’ (ibid. p. 19). This links dress 
with interiors in what I propose was a widely understood visual language of 
leisure-class femininity that held currency for Helen!’s audiences. Academic 
analysis draws attention to homoeroticism in Kingsley’s works and his belief that 
sexual desire could only be fully realised in a heavenly afterlife (Barker, 2002). 
The Water-Babies is preoccupied with spaces such as the white room and an 
underwater world, which are other to Tom’s everyday life, offer him escape and 
personal transformation, themes I discuss as queer below. In relation to my 
outline of heterotopias in Chapter Five, I propose that Messel’s Helen! set and 
Maugham’s white rooms were popular because they evoked a more perfect realm 
than everyday British life, by signifying ideals of class and gender in line with an 
iconography of heaven. This offered escapism for demographics less well served 
by a social system that prioritised heteronormative masculinity.
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I relate Maugham’s deliberate arrangement of objects and her prioritisation 
of visual appeal, to Wilde’s Aestheticism and development of Walter Pater’s 
teachings (Hayes, 2013). Such practices are akin to camp in their re-attribution 
of value and construct domestic interiors as set-like by proposing objects as 
props. I contend that Tennant, Messel, Whistler and Maugham’s set-like interiors 
directed the actions of their invited guests. Maugham’s home was her showroom, 
offering ‘a stage on which they [guests] were to act and watch others act for 
them’ (Fisher, 1978, p. 21). Beaton’s photographs of Maugham’s interiors for 
Vogue, prompt Betsky’s assertion that ‘[t]hese were stage sets for…figures who 
made themselves into deliberate artifices by surrounding themselves with shifting 
layers of abstracted allusion’, ‘actors in a gauzy world of strange scales and 
melting surfaces’ (1997, p. 110) (fig. 6.10). This description parallels Stevenson’s 
(2018) evocation of Baroque and Rococo interiors as obscuring structural features 
with amorphous decoration in a strategy opposed by modernist functionalism. 
It is also echoed by Friedman’s queer interpretation of the Laura set with its 
‘wall mirrors...[that] create a fun-house instability’ intended to echo ‘the lack 
of authenticity of the characters’ on screen (2019, p. 93). Betsky’s description 
alludes to Maugham’s use to mirrors, which he also queers in outlining that ‘if 
queer space starts in the closet, it forms itself in the mirror’ (Betsky, 1997, p. 17). 
De Wolfe was famed for positioning mirrors to analyse her appearance, a self-
awareness Penny Sparke (2004) attributes to her former career as an actor and 
which I also relate to her queer subjectivity. I propose that set-like rooms with 
abundant mirrors induced a self-consciousness akin to queer experience and 
advertised their artificiality in order to direct reception away from readings that 
interior decoration represented a form of autobiography.
Drawing on press reports in Messel’s archive, I argue that in his designs for 
Helen! Messel drew on fashionable interwar interiors, baroque style and a visual 
language of classical antiquity appropriate for the play’s narrative. I link Messel’s 
Helen! designs to the queer history associated with classicism and to his queer 
network. In the Helen! bedroom scene, actor Evelyn Laye posed on a pillow-
covered platform beneath a split canopy, flanked by model swans and overseen 
by a sculpture of a dancing figure (fig. 6.7). Comparable swans feature in Beaton’s 
Ashcombe bedroom, which Messel and Whistler helped to decorate. The canopy 
and cupid-like figure of Messel’s set design have a visual relationship to those in 
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Whistler’s mural for Brook House (fig. 6.8 and 6.9), while Messel used a similar 
canopy in The Miracle, also in 1932. Laurence Whistler directs his reader to make 
a queer reading of Whistler’s Brook House cupids, as in figure 6.8, when he 
states: ‘not fat putti here but slim Ganymedes’ (1985, p. 218). I link the dancing 
pose and diminutive scale of Messel’s figure (fig. 6.7), to the Roman sculpture 
the Dancing Faun, which is positioned in a bathing pool at the ruined Casa Del 
Fauno, Pompeii. The segmented panel form of Whistler’s Brook House murals 
also resembles Pompeiian frescos. Messel distances his dancing sculpture from 
the promiscuity and (homo)eroticism associated with mythical fauns, most evident 
in another classical sculpture, the Barberini Faun. A postcard image of this 
sculpture resides amongst Sassoon’s archived writings at Cambridge University 
Library. Instead of such mature homoeroticism, Messel constructed his sculpture 
as a child-like cupid, repositioning it within a heteronormative interwar language 
of femininity and romance. I propose it retained/retains queer resonance for 
informed and sympathetic viewers. 
I contend that Messel’s construction of femininity in Helen! (fig. 6.7) was part 
of his queer male investment in ‘performance and role-playing… glamour and 
abjection…those cultural forms…more closely aligned…with femininity than 
with masculinity’ (Halperin, 2012, p. 318). I propose that Tennant, Messel and 
Whistler’s queer visual language incorporates femininity because:
“Femininity” is a means by which gay men can assert a particular, non-
standard, anti-social way of being, feeling, and behaving…an ethos at 
odds with specific forms or manifestations of traditional heterosexual 
masculinity.
(Halperin, 2012, p. 318)
Features of Messel’s visual language of femininity in Helen! were repeated a year 
later in Beaton’s photograph of his sister in Maugham’s sitting-room (fig. 6.10) and 
in the film Dinner at Eight (1933) (fig. 6.11). I link the design of a dressing table 
in Messel’s Helen! (fig. 6.12), to features of the boudoir scene in Dinner at Eight 
(fig. 6.11). Deborah Sugg Ryan cites this film-set (fig. 6.11) as significant to the 
wider adoption of what she terms ‘Modernistic’ style (2018, pp. 8, 72). Drawing 
on interwar commentary and reiterating the cultural alignment of consumerism 
with women, Sugg Ryan (2018) explains the modernistic as a feminised, popular 
iteration of Le Corbusier’s functionalism. Potvin (2020) similarly draws on Lynn 
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Fig. 6.10. Beaton, C. (1933) Baba 
Beaton in Syrie Maugham’s Drawing 
Room. Copyright of The Cecil Beaton 
Studio Archive at Sotheby’s. Published 
in Calloway, S. (1988, image 362, p. 
278).
Fig. 6.11. Hoyningen-Huene, G. 
(1933) Jean Harlow in ‘Dinner 
at Eight’. Film still similar to this 
photograph published in Massey, 
A. (2000, p. 68). Copyright Getty 




Garofola’s (1989) term ‘lifestyle modernism’ to describe the popular style moderne 
(modern style), later categorised as art deco. He characterises this style as 
the first widely available visual language that addressed a popular, not an elite 
audience. Potvin (2020) understands that such lifestyle modernism adapted and 
eroded the high ideals of avant-garde modernism typified by Le Corbusier and 
the Bauhaus, which he contends repudiated femininity and was associated with 
racism and homophobia.
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Fig. 6.12. Unknown (c. 1932) Set for 
the Bedroom Scene in ‘Helen!’ (detail). 
Gelatin silver print, probably for press. 
Photograph approximately 8 x 10 
inches (20.32 x 25.4 cm), this detail 
approximately 3 x 5 inches (7.62 x 12.7 
cm). Scene is comparable to figure 
6.7, the dressing table and chair is not 
in all photographs of this scene. In 
album for Helen! labelled ‘9 zone 4’. 
Photographed by Bench, P. 26th June 
2018. Bristol: Oliver Messel Archive, 
Theatre Collection at The University of 
Bristol.
George Cukor directed Dinner at Eight and later commissioned Messel to design 
sets and costumes for Romeo and Juliet (1936). Cukor’s 1930s films have been 
linked to ‘queers, including…Somerset Maugham’ (Benshoff, 2005, p. 53) and 
research has positioned Cukor at the centre of an elite queer Hollywood coterie 
(Prono, 2008, pp. 76-77). The interiors of Hollywood cinema that ‘equated with 
feminine narcissism and camp’ (Massey, 2000, p. 123), appealed to Tennant 
and directed his queer visual language. His writings quoted in Wilsford’s sale 
catalogue indicate a Rita Hayworth film was the inspiration for his later interior 
schemes, for example. I contend that modernistic Maugham-like interiors 
appealed to Tennant, Messel and other queer men such as Cukor, because they 
supported theatrical, feminine and effeminate performances, while destabilising 
essentialist modernist rhetoric by adopting aspects of an avant-garde modernist 
visual language as a fashionable style.
 
 
Fig. 6.13. Photographer unknown 
(1933) Press Review of ‘Mother of 
Pearl’ (detail). Tear sheet pasted into 
album. Page approximately 15 x 
12 inches (38.1 x 30.48 cm), image 
approximately 4 x 5 inches (10.16 x 
12.17 cm). Titled ‘The World of the 
Theatre’ by J. T. Grein, captioned 
‘“Mother of Pearl,” at the Gaiety: in 
the Pavani’s dressing-room…’. The 
Illustrated London News, 4th February 
1933, p. 146. In album for Mother of 
Pearl and other cuttings, labelled ‘9 
zone 4’. Photographed by Bench, P. 
26th June 2018. Bristol: Oliver Messel 




Messel articulated a similar femininity in his set for Mother of Pearl (1933) at the 
Gaiety Theatre, in which draped fabric and fur textures are prominent (fig. 6.13). 
These features were inscribed as feminine in Loos’ design for his wife’s bedroom: 
‘Loos draped the room’s walls with cambric curtains and covered the floor in 
white Angora sheepskin…to create an intimate environment’ (Allmer, 2008, p. 
6). A related floor covering is visible in Dinner at Eight (fig. 6.11). Açalya Allmer 
(2008) states that ‘extravagant draperies captured all the values that Modernism 
wanted to reject. In the dominant rhetoric of modern architecture, they were 
associated with the feminine, the frivolous, the irrational, and the sensory’, while 
‘[c]ontrary to the [modernist] fascination with transparency, the aim of curtaining 
is to achieve obscurity’ (2008, pp. 2, 5). Following this analysis, I interpret real and 
represented curtains recurring across Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s corpuses, 
as cultural signifiers of effeminate theatrical excess and the conditions of the 
closet. Messel’s draping in figure 6.13 resembles the backdrop of Beaton’s 
photographs of Tennant at Wilsford (fig. 6.14) and Whistler’s trompe l’oeil designs 
for Brook House (fig. 6.15). Anne Massey (2008 [1990]) describes such draping as 
Fig. 6.15. Whistler, R. (c. 1937) 
Unused Design for Mural at Brook 
House. Pencil and colour wash on 
paper. Approximately 9 x 12 inches 
(22.86 x 30.48 cm). Photographed 
by Bench, P. 30th April 2018. 
Salisbury: Rex Whistler Archive at 
The Salisbury Museum.
Fig. 6.14. Beaton, C. (1938) 
Stephen Tennant at Wilsford Manor. 
Captioned, ‘Stephen Tennant on 
a Syrie Maugham day bed… in 
the Study, Wilsford Manor, April 
1938…’. Copyright of The Cecil 
Beaton Studio Archive at Sotheby’s. 
Published in The Contents of 
Wilsford Manor, Sotheby’s, October 
1987, p. 193.
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Neoclassical and Roman, themes I discuss as queer in Chapter Five. Reviewing 
Mother of Pearl, J. T. Grein complimented ‘Mr. Oliver Messel for the intimate 
luxuriousness of his décor. Delysia [actor Alice Delysia] remains the cynosure of all 
eyes’ (The Illustrated London News, 4th February 1933, p. 146). Grein’s ‘cynosure’ 
recalls Whistler’s language in his letter to Tennant, which I discuss in Chapter 
Four, while his use of ‘luxuriousness’ relates to the euphemistic description of 
Tilden’s queer style, detailed in Chapter Five. Grein criticised censorship laws, 
facilitated queer dancer Maud Allan’s 1918 performance as Wilde’s Salome 
and was drawn into a libel case with her, which developed to include obscenity 
charges (Dierkes-Thrun, 2011). I contend that Grein’s appreciation of Messel’s set, 
his language and this context, position him as a queer commentator able to read 
and support Messel’s queer visual language.
Tennant’s silver room at Mulberry House combined materials in ways that 
simultaneously signalled masculinity and femininity (fig. 6.16). Like Maugham (fig. 
6.10), he deployed hard mirrored/silvered surfaces and the metallic lustre of soft 
satin. These connoted a machine-like masculinity important to Le Corbusier’s 
concept of home as well as the feminine glamour of interwar evening dresses 
such as those photographed by Beaton for Vogue and worn by celebrities 
such as Harlow. Tennant commissioned furniture from Denham Maclaren, 
who employed a craftsman at his Mayfair home to make experimental pieces 
Fig. 6.16. Beaton, C. (1927/8) Stephen 
Tennant in his Silver Room at Mulberry 
House, London. Copyright of The Cecil 
Beaton Studio Archive at Sotheby’s. 
Published in The Contents of Wilsford 
Manor, Sotheby’s, October 1987, p. 11.
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using zebra skin, glass and steel (Hoare, 1990). This stresses the significance 
of materials and Tennant’s position as a patron able to fully appropriate 
contemporary luxury design from within his privileged, localised orbit. I have not 
found information about Maclaren’s personal life, unlike Herman Schrijver who 
used zebra skin in designs for Gladys Burton’s interior decoration company, and 
is recorded as cruising for homosex in Brighton’s parks (Brighton Ourstory, 2006). 
Tennant consulted decorator Sibyl Colefax in addition to Maugham and recorded 
his trip to Colefax and Fowler in November 1941. His focus on materials, colours, 
textures and the space of the showroom with its supportive audience echoes my 
discussion of dress in Chapter Four:
...a handsome pouf – zebra skin - the sides brown velvet – the tufts are 
cream satin, very luxurious; the cord is gold…lovelier still is the white polar 
bear skin...The vendeuses…asked about all the beautiful crystal lustres, 
the carpets, the satins and velvets. I was very touched by their sympathy.
(Tennant quoted in Sotheby’s 1987, p. 51)
Before working with Colefax, John Fowler was employed by Mrs Guy Bethell, 
who designed rooms for Nancy Lancaster and owned the Mayfair decorating 
firm, Elden Ltd. with Mrs Dryden, close to Maugham’s premises off Grosvenor 
Square (see fig. 6.28). Schrijver included Bethell’s designs in his Decoration for 
the Home (1939) and Bethell employed queer Scottish artist William Bruce Ellis 
Ranken to illustrate her designs. Ranken also painted portraits of Messel and 
his brother Linley in 1921. A polar bear skin appears in photographs of Wilsford, 
replicating the pale fur textures detailed above. Signalling femininity, as with other 
rare animal skins it also indicated class privilege, distant places and I link it to 
queer physique imagery (Burch, 2017). A polar bear skin appears in George Platt 
Lynes’ photograph of an otherwise nude Mel Fellini (c.1940). Leopards or their 
skins feature alongside satyrs in paintings such as Titian’s Bacchus and Ariadne 
(1520-3). Whistler drew Bacchanalian scenes with such skins in his sketchbooks, 
included a leopard and leopard skin in his Tate mural and the figure in his drawing 
The Raven wears a leopard print dressing gown (discussed below, fig. 6.22). 
Beaton wore and photographed such a garment repeatedly in the interwar years. 
As I detail in Chapter One, Whistler also dressed in a leopard print costume that 
resembles representations of Antinous as Dionysus, a figure I discuss as queer in 
Chapter Five.
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Anticipating, Directing and Negotiating Reception
I posit that Tennant, Messel and Whistler constructed their home and studio 
interiors in ways that directed readings of their identities as broadly upper-
class, artistic and ambiguously queer, both within their coterie and for broader 
audiences. Wilsford was photographed for Vogue, House & Garden in 1939 but 
these images were ‘never published because of wartime printing restrictions’ 
(Sotheby’s, 1987, pp. 17-18) (fig. 6.4). Interwar shifts in cultural understandings 
of private/public intersected with developing discourse on queer male sexualities 
and their policing (Potvin, 2014; Houlbrook, 2005). Following Cook’s research, 
whose historical queer subjects frequently ‘acted in private with the public in 
mind’ (2014, p. 9), I contend that the performative construction of Tennant, 
Messel and Whistler’s selfhoods often became performances. Publicity images 
were exposing in a discourse that aligned identity to interiors but these men 
managed their representation, which was directed at receptive/non-threatening 
audiences, such as Vogue’s readership. By publicising their interiors, these men 
exposed the backstage of self-construction in Goffman’s dramaturgical metaphor 
(Goffman, 1990 [1959]). This ‘form of self-advertisement’ avoided public readings 
of closeted secrecy, suggesting these men had nothing to hide (Sinfield, 1994, p. 
46). An article in Sassoon’s archive about Ivor Novello’s home is comparable to 
figure 6.17 and is replete with references to concealment. I read such allusions 
as queer code understood by the initiated few and as evidence of collusive 
understanding between Novello and the article’s author, a relationship repeated in 
Messel’s publicity. Messel designed sets for Novello’s musical, Glamorous Night 
(1935) and I interpret similarities in press coverage of their homes as reflecting 
commonality in their performance of queer professional identities.
An article titled ‘Mr Oliver Messel At Home’ (The Bystander, 17th February 
1932, p. 301) demonstrates the way Messel’s works, domestic/studio interiors 
and identity were closely related in publicity (fig. 6.17). The rooms depicted 
resemble Maugham’s box-like interiors with arrangements of prop-like objects. 
The article describes his studio as ‘a simply furnished room with bare walls 
and floor…[that] is essentially a place in which to work, but possessing one 
outstandingly interesting piece of furniture in the form of an ornate gilt mirror’, 
while ‘a glimpse of the bedroom…[reveals] it is bare of decoration except for a 
curious headdress’ (fig. 6.17). Following my discussion of Rococo and mirrors, I 
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interpret the ‘ornate gilt mirror’ as queer signification accessible to informed but 
not all audiences. Queerness is suggested and denied in the article, its stress on 
a lack of decoration limiting imputations of queer femininity, which the floral chintz 
bedcover of an accompanying photograph contradicts. Cook (2014) interprets 
the austerity of Lord Leighton’s bedroom as a visual and material denial of queer 
subjectivity directed at visitors. The purported simplicity of Messel’s rooms works 
to similar effect.
A further article, ‘Designing Dresses for “The Miracle”’ (The Queen, 27th April 
1932, pp. 17 and 45), stresses the whiteness of Messel’s studio interior, which it 
also describes as ‘workmanlike’ (p. 45). The anonymous author counterbalances 
such validating description and its connotations of masculinity, with adjectives 
that describe Messel’s character, appearance and design work, which I read as 
suggestive of queer identity. Messel is described as ‘dark, and...slightly built, with 
an animated face’, while his designs are ‘original’, with ‘subtlety’, ‘cunning’ and 
‘colour’ (p. 45). The interviewer explains that they interrupted Messel preparing 
for a bath. This reiterates the trope of bathrooms as significant to queer men and 
closes an encounter that began with Messel emerging ‘from the curtained recess 
of the studio’ (p. 45). Further, Messel is ‘lost in...day dreams which take him far 
Fig. 6.17. Photographs by Sacha 
(1932) Oliver Messel Press. 
Tear sheet pasted into album. 
Approximately 12 x 9 inches (30.48 
x 22.86 cm). The Bystander, 17th 
February 1932, p. 301. Titled ‘Mr 
Oliver Messel at Home’. In album 
for Helen! labelled ‘9 zone 4’. 
Photographed by Bench, P. 26th 
June 2018. Bristol: Oliver Messel 
Archive, Theatre Collection at The 
University of Bristol.
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away from his bright studio with its white painted walls’, indicating Messel’s 
mental escape from the of the white room and its associations with avant-garde 
modernism and ideal masculinity.
Not visible or mentioned in this article is ‘a priceless fur rug on the bed: a vicuna’ 
(Dorothy Ward quoted in Castle, 1986, p. 78). The luxury of this item was only 
available to Messel’s close friends who experienced it and had the cultural 
competences to understand its value. Vicuna also features in Sunset Boulevard 
(1950), a film I discuss as queer in Chapter Three. Echoing Watson’s gift of a car 
to Messel, in the film the gift of a vicuna coat invokes the tension associated 
with non-normative relationships and atypical gender-power relations. As in 
other press images, Messel is represented at work in The Bystander article, 
safely identifying him and the space as professional and respectable. A different, 
unidentified press cutting in his album represents Messel in consultation with 
actor Evelyn Laye in his studio and was taken by queer photographer Barbara 
Ker-Seymer. A further article describes Diana Cooper’s visit. I propose that 
readers understood such meetings in Messel’s private apartments were not 
romantic because they were publicised, professional and read in relation to 
Messel’s queer subjectivity. Ker-Seymer’s authorship further demonstrates the 
role of sympathetic queer cultural producers in representing queer lives to wider 
audiences.
An article titled ‘The Bachelors of England’ (The Sunday Mercury, 22nd March 
1936, p. 10) described Messel’s studio differently, alongside his queer friend 
and against popular British understanding of avant-garde modernist discourse. 
It indicates queer subjectivity and understands theatre, interiors and dress as 
related:
He [Messel] works in his studio, decorated in the style that he and the 
younger moderns have made famous…We have to thank him for saving us 
from home decoration of the surgical glass and chromium type and helping 
to make fashionable richer and more exciting materials and colours…
Future? Every sign that he, Cecil Beaton (another interesting specimen of 
the new era) and Rex Whistler will make history as far as stage and modern 
home decoration and dress are concerned.
(The Sunday Mercury, 22nd March 1936, p. 10)
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Messel, Whistler and Beaton, are described as practitioners of comparable styles 
that cross disciplinary boundaries. They are welcomed as ‘moderns’ but opposed 
to modernist idioms indicated by ‘surgical glass and chromium’. I interpret the use 
of ‘moderns’ as a synonym for contemporary fashion, which for broad audiences 
could include historicism. I read this in line with press coverage of Messel’s 
designs for Romeo and Juliet (1936) the same year. An unidentifiable article cut 
and pasted into one of Messel’s albums, stresses his gender and authority in 
its headline ‘The Man Who Dressed Juliet’ and describes Messel as ‘the Prince 
of Dress Designers’, a title related to fashion more so than costume. Illustrating 
the article, Messel is pictured directing ‘Mrs Abbey’ on how Juliet’s dress should 
look, emulating the image of a couturier and distancing him from the feminine or 
queerly effeminate craft of sewing, which I discuss in Chapter Five. As in Chapter 
Four, I interpret the description of ‘Prince’ as queer and propose that here it was 
applied knowingly by the journalist to suggest a fantasy, youthful, elite, bachelor 
identity, ambiguously linked to queer subjectivity. Supporting the link between 
this moniker and queer men, Fowler has similarly been described as the ‘Prince of 
Decorators’ (Wood, 2007).
Queerness is hinted at by The Sunday Mercury article’s use of ‘bachelors’, which 
I discuss in Chapter One. I also link its reference to Beaton as a ‘specimen’ and 
use of ‘surgical’, to the pathologising language of sexology, which the article 
aligns with a modernist visual language associated with architects such as Loos 
and Le Corbusier. This article locates modernity in these men’s identities, from 
which their practices follow as modern. As Jasmine Rault states, ‘becoming 
non-heterosexual was synonymous with becoming modern’ (2010, p. 186). 
Recalling the historical framing of queer subjects as an in-between category, 
these men produced a visual language that offered an intermediate combination 
of the contemporary, the historic and a particular iteration of femininity. I argue 
that the queer ambiguity of their commercial work increased its appeal to broad 
audiences, contributing to their cultural capital and directing attention away from 
their queer behaviours and relationships.
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Fig. 6.19. Striped Fabric Swatch. Printed 
blue stripe on canvas. Approximately 14 x 11 
inches (35.56 x 27.94 cm). Makers label reads 
‘R. B. D. S. Mann 1465/blue 8/3 50”’. In black 
sketchbook labelled ‘3 zone 1’. Photographed 
by Bench, P. 24th April 2018. Bristol: Oliver 
Messel Archive, Theatre Collection at The 
University of Bristol.
Another article from an unidentified publication is titled ‘Messel the “Miracle”-
Worker’ and describes entry into his studio:
The staircase and landings resemble the interior of a blue and white striped 
tent…Mr. Messel had carried out this novel scheme of decoration to 
enliven a somewhat dark staircase just before he gave one of those happy 
parties. 
(Lomax, 4th June 1932, p. 347) 
This stresses the festive connotations of stripes and their relationship to Messel’s 
network and identity as a society figure. One of Messel’s sketchbooks contains 
a loose swatch of blue and white striped fabric (figs. 6.18 and 6.19). This is 
atypical in his archive, suggesting its significance and possible relationship to the 
article’s description. The bold stripe is printed on canvas-like cloth and its edges 
have bled. This indicates its low quality and that Messel prioritised its festive 
connotations, which rendered it appropriate as temporary party decoration. A 
report on Messel’s decoration of the San Marco restaurant also details his use of 
‘striped blue and white awnings’ (Tracey, January 1937, p. 13). This links this type 
of fabric to the recurring theme of Venice across Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s 
corpuses and the awnings that appear in Tennant’s Lascar cover designs. 
Fig. 6.18. Messel, O. (c. early 1930s) 
Sketchbook with Pencil Drawings and Fabric 
Swatch. Black cover sketchbook with loose 
fabric swatch. See figure 6.19. Each book page 
approximately 18 x 16 inches (45.72 x 40.64 
cm). Labelled ‘3 zone 1’. Photographed by 
Bench, P. 24th April 2018. Bristol: Oliver Messel 
Archive, Theatre Collection at The University of 
Bristol.
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Wilsford’s interior used bold striped upholstery on antique chairs probably 
supplied by Maugham (Sotheby’s, 1987) (fig. 6.3). Beaton decorated his bedroom 
with bold stripes in 1930 and de Wolfe deployed them for a circus themed party 
in 1938 (Beaton, 2014 [1949]; Scheips, 2014). Messel contributed to Beaton’s 
room and de Wolfe is represented in Messel’s personal photographs. De Wolfe 
lived with the literary agent Elisabeth Marbury, who later had a relationship with 
the make-up mogul Elizabeth Arden (Lewis, 2001). Blue and white stripes are a 
dominant feature of Whistler’s trompe l’oeil tent and real curtains at Port Lympne 
(1932) (fig. 5.44). 
I argue that Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s extended network appreciated bold 
stripes because they signalled festive, theatrical performance and became 
associated with their coterie’s queer sociality. Glenville’s testimony in Messel’s 
biography stresses the theatricality and effect of such temporary changes to 
interiors: ‘Oliver...had a feeling for grand occassions...[and used]...tenting to 
disguise the customary lines [of rooms]’ (Castle, 1986, p. 156). Messel’s masking 
of architectural features echoes Stevenson’s (2018) description of baroque 
style, as I detail above, and relates to my discussion of Tennant and Carlos de 
Beistegui’s interiors, below.
Fig. 6.20. Unknown 
(undated) Rex Whistler 
in his Studio, Fitzrovia, 
London. Gelatin silver 
print. Approximately 6 x 
8 inches (15.24 x 20.32 
cm). Photographed by 
Bench, P. 30th April 
2018. Salisbury: Rex 
Whistler Archive at The 
Salisbury Museum.
258
Fig. 6.21. Whistler, R. (1937) 
Portrait of Henry Paget/The Earl 
of Uxbridge. Oil paint on wooden 
board. 16 1/2 x 13 inches (42cm x 
33 cm). Photographed by Bench, 
P. 12th June 2017. New Bond 
Street, London: Sotheby’s.
As with Messel’s studio, I interpret Whistler’s sparse interior (fig. 6.20) as 
evidence of his negotiation between queer identity construction and avoidance 
of reception as queer. It features antique busts, a day bed, an ornate mirror and 
pedimented bookshelves. I interpret figure 6.20 as complementing a series of 
staged photographs taken by Howard Coster, one of which I discuss in Chapter 
Four (fig. 4.6). In Coster’s images, Whistler poses in his studio with a cigarette 
and telephone, echoing Harlow’s use of the telephone in figure 6.11 and Noël 
Coward’s trademark props. Coster photographed many people associated 
with Tennant, Messel and Whistler, including Coward (Pepper, 1985). Coward 
advised Beaton to moderate his self-presentation to avoid imputations of 
homosexuality (Potvin, 2014). I argue that as with Coward, the prop-like objects 
used by and surrounding Whistler in Coster’s photographs and figure 6.20, 
signified a sophistication ambiguously linked to feminine glamour and effeminate, 
aristocratic and/or artistic masculinities in interwar British culture. 
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Fig. 6.22. Whistler, R. (1924) The 
Raven. Pencil, ink and colour 
wash on paper sketchbook page. 
Approximately 10 x 8 inches (25.4 
x 20.32 cm). Page 34 of Whistler’s 
1924/1925 sketchbook and titled by 
him. Photographed by Bench, P. 29th 
August 2017. Salisbury: Rex Whistler 
Archive at The Salisbury Museum.
Whistler included features of his real studio in works depicting self-like/Coward-
like men, sometimes wearing dressing gowns in dimly lit rooms, which I read as 
bachelor archetypes (fig. 6.21 and 6.22). I interpret figure 6.22 as an illustration for 
Poe’s poem The Raven (1845), a work centred on a bachelor figure’s attachment 
to a self-narrative associated with lost/unachieved heteronormative love. I 
propose this as an alternative iteration of the poetic identities I discuss in Chapter 
Four. Paul Jones (2016) analyses the poem as queer in relation to concepts of 
queer time, which I discuss in Chapter Three. The bookshelves and busts of 
Whistler’s real studio (fig. 6.20) are replicated in the room he depicts in figure 
6.22, suggesting his identification with the bachelor figure he includes. Whistler’s 
biography details his search for busts while in Paris with Bullock, a context that 
queers their significance (Whistler, 1985). An iconography of books is connected 
to other real and fictional queer bachelors in E. F. Benson’s Mapp and Lucia, 
which includes description of ‘a false bookcase...the simulacra of books’ (2015 
[1931], p. 366). This evidences contemporaneous understanding of simulacra 
and its place in queer interiors, voiced by a queer author. I discuss these themes 
below. Tennant anthropomorphises books in his handwritten poem Summer 
is a Library, allocating them secure, feminised, sexless identities, ‘demure and 
celibate…discreet with soft delight’. Halperin explains that: 
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...part of the appeal of queer cultural practices to gay men lies precisely in 
their remove from overt sexuality: they make available to gay men forms of 
queer expression other than the strictly sexual.
(Halperin, 2012, p. 330)
Tennant and Whistler’s attraction to sexless performances, interiors and objects 
is aligned with the pathos I discuss in Chapter Five. In Tennant’s poem, this is 
for ‘all the past summers’. I understand this stress on domestic comfort and 
nostalgia as another queer strategy allowing ‘an escape from one’s own self, 
including one’s sexual subjectivity’ (Halperin, 2012, p. 330). Queer ambiguity or a 
sexless appearance, offered security in the absence of other alibis to men outside 
heteronormative ideals.
Whistler’s depiction of bachelor figures in comfortable interiors imply acts of 
waiting, which I interpret as metaphors for queer experience as perpetually 
frustrated self-becoming in isolation. A theatre set necessarily evokes readings of 
anticipation, in the absence of actors. In his set design for Old Music (1937) (fig. 
6.23), Whistler indicates mundane human activity by including socks drying on a 
fender. Such motifs also signal heteronormative middle-class family life, a social 
ideal Whistler did not achieve in adulthood. I interpret such scenes as queer 
heterotopias, compensating for Whistler’s heteronormative lack, nostalgically 
referring to the pre-sexual phase of childhood, but also acknowledging and 
exposing bourgeois ideals as a theatrical illusion. Queer playwright Keith Winter 
wrote Old Music and was romantically linked with Coward in the 1930s (Hoare, 
1995), suggesting the broader queer appeal of this type of interior. 
Fig. 6.23. Whistler, R. 
(1937) Set Design for ‘Old 
Music’. Pencil and colour 
wash on loose paper sheet. 
Approximately 16 x 13 
inches (40.64 x 33.02 cm). 
Pencil note ‘Pink chintz on 
chairs’. Photographed by 
Bench, P. 30th April 2018. 
Salisbury: Rex Whistler 
Archive at The Salisbury 
Museum.
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Unexpected signs of mundane human activity constructed Whistler’s works as 
fashionably amusing. He established similar comic effects on a presence/absence 
axis by his repeated depiction of statuary as ambiguously animate/inanimate, 
as in the bust he includes in figure 6.22. I argue that these motifs also signal the 
imagined omnipresent observation that induces a self-consciousness I associate 
with the queer paradigm of the closet. I also read the gentle humour of Whistler’s 
works as charm, a characteristic his biography associates with his identity and a 
derided feature of interwar British art. Evelyn Waugh’s queer fictional character 
Anthony Blanche describes Charles Ryder’s artworks as charming, stating that 
‘[c]harm is the great English blight...It kills love; it kills art’ (Waugh, 2000 [1945], p. 
260). I propose Waugh used Blanche as a mouthpiece to comment on the sexless 
quality of a visual idiom and its alignment with a frustrated queer identity. Aspects 
of Ryder’s fictional identity are common to Whistler and I propose Whistler 
practiced the visual language of charm Blanche/Waugh critiques.
I relate Whistler’s iterations of comfortable interiors to Colefax’s decoration style 
and the concept that grand country houses and cottages represented refuges 
from modernity, as detailed in Chapter Five. Such interiors incorporated selective 
modern features into existing historic interiors, stressed soft furnishings and 
ignored the broader modernist project. Colefax employed Fowler who has been 
recorded as gay (Aldrich and Wotherspoon, 2002). Nancy Lancaster came to 
own the company that became Colefax and Fowler. I link Lancaster’s concept of 
‘pleasing decay’ (Wood, 2005, p. 110) to Wilsford’s later interiors and detect her 
influence in the chintz fabric on Messel’s bed (fig. 6.17) and the chairs Whistler 
depicts in figure 6.23. Lancaster’s uncle Paul Phipps with whom she worked, was 
architect Oswald Partridge Milne’s business partner. Milne worked with Edwin 
Lutyens, an architect admired by Whistler. Lutyens and garden designer Gertrude 
Jekyll popularised a nostalgic, romantic, vision of the rural past. Jekyll had 
close friendships with women, dressed in gender non-conforming clothes and 
is described as ‘a spinster’ in commentary that avoids ascribing sexual identity 
(Gates, 1998, p. 198). Beverley Nichols collided this country cottage vision with 
the fashion for white interiors in his novel A Thatched Roof (1933), illustrated by 
Whistler. Lutyens designed Edward James’ Monkton House, to whose interior 
Whistler contributed. Decorator Ronald Fleming designed furniture for Edward 
James and Gertrude Lawrence. Lawrence had a queer friendship with writer 
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Daphne du Maurier, performed in Coward’s plays and contributed to Coward’s 
self-presentation (Clum, 1999), which I contend Whistler emulated. Fleming later 
worked on interiors at the Dorchester hotel, as did Messel. Cook (2014) likens 
Fleming’s work to later queer decorators Oliver Frederick Ford, Alan Tagg and 
Carl Toms. Toms worked with Messel in the post war years. Fleming lived with 
Geoffrey Houghton-Brown, who like Fowler was an authority on eighteenth-
century furniture. I have established that Whistler’s sexual and gender identity 
was less consolidated and assertively expressed than Tennant and Messel’s in the 
interwar years. I propose this nostalgic visual language appealed to him and other 
queer men because of its stress on continuity, its secure cultural value and its 
distance from the fraught gender oppositions of contemporaneous debate about 
modern design.
Fig. 6.24. Whistler, R. (1930-32) Mural at Port Lympne (detail). Oil paint on canvas 
on wall. Top corner of end wall. Approximately 39 x 32 inches (81.28 x 99.06 cm) 
visible. See figure 5.41. Photographed by Bench, P. 28th June 2018. Kent: Port 
Lympne.
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Fig. 6.27. Carpaccio, V. (c. 1495) 
The Dream of St Ursula. Tempera 
on canvas. 107.87 x 105.12 inches 
(274cm x 267 cm). Venice: Gallerie 
dell’Accademia. Accessed 9th July 
2020 at < https://www.wga.hu/
support/viewer_m/z.html>
Fig. 6.26. Unknown 
(undated) William Haslam’s 
Bedroom with Turquoise 
and Gilt Bed. Original 
source: Country Life. 
Published in Calloway, S. 
(1988, image 261, p. 204). 
Fig. 6.25. Whistler, R. (1936 [1935]) Illustration 
for ‘The Emperor’s New Clothes’. Published 
in Fairy Tales and Legends by Hans Andersen. 
Page approximately 8 x 5 1/2 inches (20.32 x 
13.97 cm). Captioned ‘The Emperor walked 
under his high canopy in the midst of the 
procession’. 1936 Oxford University Press 
edition, p. 37.
264
The distinctive tasselled canopy edge that Whistler painted at Port Lympne (fig. 
6.24) recurs across his corpus and I link it to other queer men and narratives. It 
appears in his illustration for The Emperor’s New Clothes (fig. 6.25). I read this 
fairy tale as queer in its outline of exposure and mockery linked to the feminised 
consumption of fashion and in its stress on the disconnect between self-concept 
and public reception, which is a feature of camp (Andersen, 1936). Closely 
comparable edging features on the bed Geoffrey Scott designed for William 
Heywood Haslam (fig. 6.26), which resembles the bed in Vittore Carpaccio’s 
painting The Dream of St Ursula (1495) (Calloway, 1988, p. 204) (fig. 6.27). Scott 
had an uneasy relationship with his homosexual desires, was part of a queer 
Florentine circle and knew Vita Sackville-West and Edith Wharton. John Ruskin, 
whose marriage annulment provoked questions over his sexuality, made a copy 
of this Carpaccio painting, which alludes to unattainable marriage and martyrdom. 
The bedroom was a troubled site for queer men in interwar Britain, in its cultural 
linkage with sexual practices and Freudian dream analysis that potentially 
exposed subconscious (homo)sexual desires. I argue that Whistler identified with 
men such as Scott and Ruskin, whose sexuality was ambiguous and a source 
of social comment. Like them he was drawn to bed designs that circumvented 
psycho-sexual readings by their association with chastity. 
Ancillary Interiors: Queer Social and Visual Relationships
Restaurants, clubs and spaces belonging to friends, were important appendages 
to Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s family homes and studios. These facilitated 
queer sociality and were sites of queer visual culture. My analysis of such spaces 
is informed by Richard W. Hayes’ (2013) research on London locales connected 
to Wilde. My methodology follows Gavin Butt’s (2005) strategy of analysing 
previously ignored circuits and forms of communication within specific networks. 
Butt (2005) focused on gossip in artistic communities in New York, while I analyse 
a visual language of interior decoration important in the interwar Britain Tennant, 
Messel and Whistler experienced. 
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Fig. 6.28. Map Indicating the Locations of Interiors and People Significant 
to Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s Network.
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The Gargoyle club, owned by Tennant’s brother David and his wife Hermione 
(née Baddeley), was a locus of the sexually diverse Bright Young People (Hoare, 
1990). Its Soho location was close to Whistler’s Fitzrovia studio, which was also 
near the Slade and Diana Cooper’s residence on Gower Street (see fig. 6.28 
locations). Cooper commissioned murals from Whistler (figs. 5.20 and 5.21) and 
performed in The Miracle (1924), designed by Messel. Laurence Whistler (1985) 
disassociates his brother from a network that gathered at The Fitzroy Tavern, 
a location associated with bohemian artists such as Augustus John and Nina 
Hamnett (fig. 6.28). I am cognisant of Laurence’s voice in directing this narrative 
but find no contrary evidence. I interpret Whistler’s distance from the tavern and 
this circle in relation to his different performance of class, sexual, gender and 
artistic identities. However, this group overlapped with diverse queer creatives 
and wealthy aristocrats at the Gargoyle (Chappell, 1985). Thomasson aligns 
clientele with interior details in her description of the Gargoyle: ‘with glittering 
mirrored tiles and Matisse paintings on its walls, and Augustus John, Clive Bell, 
Noël Coward and Dylan Thomas, as well as Guinesses, Sitwells and Rothschilds, 
at its tables’ (Thomasson, 2015, p. 50). Tennant was: 
...particularly taken with its [the Gargoyle’s] interior, decorated by Hugh 
Gee (husband of Hermione Baddeley’s sister, Muriel). There were dark blue 
floors and a ceiling studded with silver stars – a theatrical effect which was 
matched by his own “Silver Room” in the new London home the Greys 
[Tennant’s parents] had taken that year.
(Hoare, 1990, p. 52)
Fig. 6.29. Unknown (c. 1927) 
Restaurant Boulestin, Covent 
Garden, London. Original source: 
Michael Parkin Fine Art Ltd, London. 
Published in Calloway, S. (1988, 
image 205, p. 167).
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Gee married Muriel when she was seventeen but his professional activities as 
a window dresser and designer for films are culturally linked to queer men and 
underline the Gargoyle’s theatricality. One account hints at his performance of 
masculinity by citing ‘tempestuous scenes between the artistic Hugh Gee and 
Harry Walker [David Tennant’s factotum and former tutor]…especially on the 
proposal for a fountain in the middle of the dancefloor’ (Flagg, 2011, p. 154). 
This restates the excess of fountains I read as queer in Chapter Five and the 
euphemistic use of the artist identity to signal queerness. Gee also worked on 
productions in which his sister-in-law acted, confirming the cross disciplinary 
aegis of this network (Wearing, 2014 [1976]). Like Maugham’s interiors (fig. 6.10) 
and the Gargoyle, Restaurant Boulestin had mirrored walls (Calloway, 1988, p. 
167) (fig. 6.29). Marcel Boulestin was chef at the Gargoyle before opening his 
own restaurants, a biographical context that secures visual relationships between 
these spaces (Flagg, 2011). Mirror tiles appear in photographs of Wilsford (fig. 
6.30) and were part of Whistler’s design for Plas Newydd’s dining room, where 
they face his mural. 
Boulestin’s restaurants formed part of Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s visual world 
and were saturated with the creativity of queer networks, an aspect overlooked in 
design histories and their biographies (fig. 6.29). Beaton and Olivier are recorded 
as dining at Boulestin’s restaurant (Thomasson, 2015) and Boulestin previously 
owned a Belgravia interiors shop patronised by Maugham (see fig. 6.28). 
Fig. 6.30. Kar, I. (1950s) Stephen 
Tennant at Wilsford Manor, Wiltshire. 
Film negative. 2 1/4 x 2 1/4 inches 
(5.72 x 5.72 cm). Gallery ref. NPG 
x199680. Photographed by Bench, 
P. 12th September 2017. London: 
National Portrait Gallery.
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Boulestin’s long-term partner was cookery writer Henry Adair. For the interior of 
Restaurant Français (1925), Boulestin commissioned architect Clough Williams-
Ellis and designer Allan Walton (1842-1948). I highlight coherence between 
Williams-Ellis’ work and Whistler’s in Chapter Five. Potvin (2015) recuperates 
Walton as a significant designer supported by the Bloomsbury group, including 
queer economist John Maynard Keynes (Potvin, 2015). Walton was unmarried, 
worked for the Fortnum and Mason’s decorating service and reported on 
Sacheverell and Osbert Sitwell’s interior decoration for Vogue. Tennant shopped 
at Fortnum and Mason (Hoare, 1990), while Whistler designed advertising for this 
shop (Whistler, 1985). Derek Patmore worked for Fortnum and Mason, indicating 
the significance of queer men to this department store and to the dissemination 
of interwar interior decoration fashions to wider audiences. Patmore highlighted 
Maugham’s white interiors in his book Colour Schemes for the Modern Home 
(1933) and was ‘associated with a coterie of homosexual men who, like 
himself, fulfilled the stereotype of the period’ (Zilboorg, 2003, p. 216). He was 
commissioned by an American department store to produce display room sets, 
demonstrating the transatlantic reach of this queer network and the economic 
value of its visual language. 
Tennant’s Wilsford re-decoration shares features with Restaurant Boulestin (1927) 
(fig. 6.29). Overseen by Andre Groult (Calloway, 1988, p. 167), this restaurant had 
ionic columns painted as trompe l’oeil marble, curtains by Raoul Dufy, a mural by 
Jean Émile Laboureur and artworks by Marie Laurencin (Calloway, 1988, p. 167). 
Marble, columns and extravagant curtains are prominent features of Wilsford’s 
interwar redecoration (fig. 6.3 and fig. 6.4), Messel’s set designs and Whistler’s 
murals. Dufy’s work has illustrated André Gide’s writing, which has been 
important to queer history. In a postcard from Paris, Tennant related that ‘Andre 
Gide came to see us [Tennant and Sassoon] last night!’ (Tennant to Beaton, 19th 
November 1929). Dufy’s work also illustrated Stéphane Mallarmé’s writings. 
Mallarmé’s poem L'après-midi d'un faune inspired the Diaghilev ballet of the 
same title. This ballet attracted contemporaneous controversy and has prompted 
recent interpretation as queer because of the faun’s stylised performance of 
autoeroticism (Farfan, 2017). Diaghilev had a homosexual relationship with 
Nijinsky who danced the role of the faun. He also commissioned Messel to make 
masks for his ballet Zephyr and Flora (1925) (Castle, 1986). Faun iconography 
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recurs across Whistler’s corpus. Messel kept a photograph by Helen MacGregor 
in which Rudolph Valentino impersonates Nijinsky as the faun (c.1921). Van 
Vechten also photographed queer dancer Hugh Laing as the faun. Laurencin had 
heterosexual relationships but is noted in queer art histories because the groups 
of women she depicted have been interpreted as suggesting lesbian romance 
(Cooper, 1994 [1986]; Saslow, 1999). Laurencin designed costumes for Diaghilev’s 
Les Biches (1924), which was reviewed as a ‘“Ballet of the Degenerates”’ 
(Stoneley, 2006, p. 83). Tennant painted the words ‘Les Biches’ on a panel for his 
pink mirrored bathroom in 1946 or later, testifying to the enduring appeal of this 
queer visual spectacle (Sotheby’s, 1987, pp. 37, 39). Laurencin’s visual language 
is common to de Wolfe’s interiors and with Messel and Whistler’s help Beaton 
made a mural pastiche of Laurencin’s work at Ashcombe in 1930 (Beaton, 2014 
[1949]). 
Messel was commissioned to design the interior of the San Marco restaurant 
in London in 1935, demonstrating the significance of queer/queer-accepting 
networks, patrons and popular appetite for queer theatrical interiors. Opposite 
the Ritz hotel on Piccadilly (fig. 6.28), occupying the site of what had been the 
aristocratic home Devonshire House, the restaurant functioned as a space for 
aristocracy and Hollywood actors to socialise, dance and watch cabaret. The 
theatricality of the restaurant and the closeness of theatre and interior design 
practices are stressed by an article preserved in Messel’s album. It appraises the 
restaurant alongside his designs for The Country Wife (1936) and states: 
From the centre of the restaurant ceiling descends a large seahorse, made 
entirely of white cellophane, banded with blue, suggesting Murano glass…
Messel has painted in sepia on an atmospheric background of sunset sky 
and the blue water of the canal in the foreground, views of Venice, the 
Rialto Bridge, and the Piazza of St Mark’s, with the Doge’s Palace on the 
right…Fronted by glass, and with hidden lights playing on the water, a 
stereoscopic, and striking effect is seen...
(Tracey, January 1937, p. 15)
Piccadilly was associated with queer male prostitution, while Venice was 
significant in queer history because of its associations with permissive sexuality, 
masquerade traditions that enabled anonymous liaisons and Thomas Mann’s 
novella Death in Venice (1912) (Aldrich, 1993). Addington Symonds made 
Venice the focus of essays exploring connections between Venetian art and his 
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relationships with Venetian working men (Booth, 2013). Queer artist, John Singer 
Sargent painted watercolours of the city and its gondoliers (Fairbrother, 2000; 
Maxwell, 2012). Tennant made Venice the subject of a proposed book cover 
design (fig. 5.11), while Messel and many of their coterie visited the city. 
The San Marco’s interior prioritised fantasy over authenticity, in a venue at which 
‘instead of Italian fare, they [customers] were served liver and bacon’ (Castle, 
1986, pp. 105-6). The visual language of Venice partially dislocated the restaurant 
from its Piccadilly site in a similar way to Maugham’s interiors’ disassociation 
from a building’s façade. This quality and its artifice emphasised theatricality 
and like Whistler’s murals, constructed guests as performers, while in view of 
the cabaret, they were also an audience. The inducement to perform and read 
behaviour as performance was encouraged by the presence of actors drawn from 
Messel’s networks, who were reported attending the restaurant’s opening. Few 
records survive of the San Marco or its owner Captain Gordon Halsey. Halsey 
ran similar establishments elsewhere in London and on the French Riviera, which 
were raided for breaching licensing laws (Halsey, 2002). I propose that Messel’s 
theatrical design appealed to Halsey, who also financed the production of English 
film, Thunder in the City (1937). Though operating for a wealthy clientele of mixed 
genders and sexual identities, the threat of police intervention links the San Marco 
to working-class spaces of queer sociality (Houlbrook, 2005). Queer artist Patrick 
Procktor painted murals on a Venetian theme in Langan’s Brasserie in the 1970s. 
This restaurant is on Stratton Street, very close to the San Marco’s earlier site. I 
read this as evidence that Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s interwar visual language 
is linked to later queer works and people occupying related spaces.
Fashion and interior decoration were culturally interwoven visual practices in the 
interwar period, designers’ studios and the fashion press being important arenas 
for Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s queer consumption and expression. Reed 
(2006) explains that British Vogue covered interior decoration, fashion, gossip and 
theatre in the 1920s, blurring distinctions between social and cultural practices. 
He establishes that Vogue’s 1920s staff participated in and shaped queer 
culture. This included its editor Dorothy Todd, her partner and fashion editor 
Madge Garland and writer Raymond Mortimer with whom Todd also published 
New Interior Decoration in 1929 (Reed, 2006). Mortimer had a relationship with 
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Harold Nicholson, Vita Sackville-West’s husband (Partridge, 2001). Tennant 
wrote for Vogue, while Beaton contributed photographs, writing and caricatures 
documenting a social circle that included Tennant, Messel and Whistler. Norman 
Hartnell’s mirror lined salon on Bruton Street was designed by Norris Wakefield. 
Wakefield also worked on Monkton House for Edward James (Calloway, 1988). 
James commissioned Whistler to design carved wooden door frames, which 
exhibit the same shell motifs as Wilsford’s ceiling. Jane Hattrick’s (2011) doctoral 
research and Michael Pick’s biography (2019) explore Hartnell’s queer subjectivity. 
Couturier Victor Stiebel decorated his Bruton Street house in a style Calloway 
(1988) links to Wilsford (fig. 6.28 locations). Stiebel’s partner was the composer 
Richard Addinsell and his post-war clients included Katherine Hepburn and Vivien 
Leigh, who both knew Messel. 
Queer Objects/Queering Objects: Practices, Themes, 
Iconography and Associations
I am directed by scholarship that outlines commonplace understanding that 
identity is expressed and read through consumption practices, including 
the management of objects (Friedman, 2019). Drawing on Chris Brickell and 
Judith Collard’s (2019) methodology, I develop queer readings of the objects 
that appealed to Tennant, Messel and Whistler by outlining webs of visual and 
social links. The complexity of these associations reflects ‘the open mesh of 
possibilities, gaps, overlaps, dissonances and resonances, lapses and excesses 
of meaning when the constituent elements of anyone’s gender, of anyone’s 
sexuality aren’t made (or can’t be made) to signify monolithically’ (Kosofsky 
Sedgwick, 1993b, p. 8). 
Tennant was Charles James’ client and Anne Messel was photographed in the 
couturier’s dresses (Hoare, 1990). According to Tennant’s biographer, on one 
occasion Tennant and James tried on gowns: ‘trailing round his [James’] all-
white studio, with its dyed pampas grass in huge vases’ (Hoare, 1990, p. 206). 
This reiterates studios as spaces for queer performance and bonding, while 
James’ studio’s whiteness conforms with Maugham’s preferences and Wilde’s 
Aestheticism. Drawing on Potvin’s (2014) research, I interpret the natural/
artificial nature of James’ dyed grass as challenging bourgeois tastes that valued 
demonstrations of naturalness and understood homosexuality as unnatural. I 
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read the dyed grass as James’ queering of a Victorian domestic interior feature, 
used to delineate his alterity to this generation and its prioritisation of the 
heteronormative family home. I understand the inauthentic colour of the grass 
as an amusing camp gesture, a queering of the natural echoed in biographical 
anecdotes that describe Tennant nailing bark to a tree (Hoare, 1990) and Whistler 
painting onto real flowers (Whistler, 1985). 
James’ oversized vases conform to the disrupted proportion Reed (2006) 
identifies as a signature of amusing style, which I also read as queer. Oversized 
vases feature in Singer Sargent’s painting The Daughters of Edward Darley Boit 
(1882) (fig. 6.31). This painting drew queer writer Henry James’ attention and 
has inspired Freudian interpretation (Gallati, 2004). It ‘depicts not the intimate 
possession of things, but…casts the human figures themselves as decorative 
objects’ (Brown, 2003, p. 140). Blue and white vases signal Wildean Aestheticism 
and Singer Sargent’s painting prefigures the psychological intensity of interwar 
New Objectivity painting, as discussed in Chapter Five. I interpret such objects/
people relationships as metaphors for queer experience because they indicate 
willingness to self-present as an object for admiration, a culturally feminised act 
related to Tennant and James’ cross-gendered performance. In addition to being 
amusing, distorted proportional relationships invoke nightmarish paranoia, a 
condition I connect to queer self-consciousness. Messel leveraged this tension 
by designing oversized plants for a production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream 
(1937). 
Fig. 6.31. Singer Sargent, J. (1882) 
The Daughters of Edward Darley 
Boit. Oil paint on canvas. 87 3/8 
x 87 5/8 inches (221.93 x 222.57 
cm). Museum ref. 19.124. Boston: 
Museum of Fine Arts. Accessed 
29th September 2020 at < https://
collections.mfa.org/objects/31782>
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Fig. 6.32. Beaton, C. (April 
1938) The 17th Century 
Staircase (Originally from 
the Old House, Blandford) at 
Wilsford Manor, with Silvered 
Gesso Furniture and Fishnets. 
London: Copyright of The 
Cecil Beaton Studio Archive 
at Sotheby’s. Published in 
The Contents Of Wilsford 
Manor, Sotheby’s, October 
1987, p. 69.
Dwarfed subjects in dreamlike worlds characterise a nonsense tradition in 
children’s literature, as in Lewis Carroll’s novels. Nonsense shares a close 
etymology with queer, both words signalling otherness that evades definition 
and full comprehension. Carroll’s sexuality has been explored as atypical in 
biographies (Cohen, 2015 [1995]; Thomas, 1996) and his Alice texts have been 
subjected to queer readings (Owen, 2010; White, 2015). Roses are painted red in 
Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (1865), recalling Whistler’s activity. Waugh and 
W. H. Auden appreciated Carroll’s Alice books but were unsure of their literary 
merit (Green, 1976). I propose that these writers were directed by their need 
for literary credibility but that Tennant, Messel and Whistler more freely enjoyed 
a visual language related to Carroll’s works. I link childlike playfulness to my 
discussion of youth and queer male identities in Chapter Five. I also understand 
it as a feature of amusing style. I propose that Carroll-like nonsense fantasies 
were apt for queer identification because they evoke a confusion and sense 
of displacement analogous with queer identity development in interwar British 
society.
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Interwar and late 1980s photographs of Wilsford’s interiors evidence the presence 
of fishing nets (fig. 6.32 and fig. 6.33), reiterating their significance to the visual 
language I identify in line with my discussion of Messel’s use of a fishing net 
as a prop in Chapter Four (fig. 4.51). I interpret these nets in combination with 
Tennant’s shell collection, as memory prompts for the time Tennant spent in Sicily 
with Sassoon, as props relating to his Lascar narratives and as connoting the 
homoerotic appeal of sailors. 
Fig. 6.34. Mignard, P. (1691) The 
Marquise de Seignelay and Two of 
her Sons. Oil paint on canvas. 76 
1/2 x 60 3/4 inches (194.5 x 154.4 
cm). Gallery ref. NG2967. London: 
National Gallery. Accessed 29th 




Fig. 6.33. Hoare, P. 
(1987) Fishing Nets on 
the Stairs at Wilsford 
Manor, Wiltshire. Scanned/
photographed and sent 
to me digitally. Private 
collection.
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Fig. 6.35. Beaton, C. (1964) 
Stephen Tennant’s Bathroom 
at Wilsford, Wiltshire. Gelatin 
silver print. Approximately 2 1/4 
x 2 1/4 inches (5.72 x 5.72 cm). 
Photographed by Bench, P. 5th 
August 2015. London: Copyright 
of The Cecil Beaton Studio 
Archive at Sotheby’s.
Beaton described Wilsford’s 1930s iteration: ‘the old oak staircase whitened 
and hung with fishnets and cork; petals strewn on a pink carpet…clumps of 
coral and pearl’ (Sotheby’s, 1987, p. 148). This links Wilsford’s contents with 
the iconography of The Marquise de Seignelay and Two of her Sons (1691), by 
Pierre Mignard (fig. 6.34). This Baroque painting’s female subject is dressed as a 
maritime deity, which I link to the Neptune and Triton imagery Messel deployed in 
the drawings I discuss in Chapter Three (fig. 3.8) and to Whistler’s use of Neptune 
figures, as I discuss in Chapter Five (figs. 5.5, 5.6 and 5.39). The Marquise’s son 
is represented as a putto, while shells, pearls, coral and a transparent sphere 
also feature. Such items appear in Wilsford’s auction catalogue, supporting 
my reading that Tennant deployed objects in a comparable way to, and with 
knowledge of, western art traditions. The Marquise painting establishes a fantasy 
feminine persona through dress and objects akin to fancy dress, which was 
important to Tennant. Linked with sailors and fishermen, Wilsford’s nets are coded 
as masculine, but he destabilised this gender signification by assembling them 
alongside feminine signifiers. This correlates with Donald E. Hall’s statement that 
‘queer texts abrade or refuse the naturalized binary of hetero- and homosexuality’ 
in a period that conflated and confused sexuality and gender (Hall, 2003, p. 164). 
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Beaton noted that by the 1960s the cosmetics Tennant used, had become 
a significant feature of Wilsford’s interiors. He stated that Tennant’s ‘bath 
[was]…covered with powder & cream pots. Miss Haversham gone berserk’ 
(Cecil Beaton’s diary, Summer 1964, quoted in Hoare, 1990, p. 350). This is 
corroborated by Beaton’s photographs (fig. 6.35). As I detail in Chapter Four, 
Tennant and Whistler wore makeup in the interwar years. Beaton’s comments 
evidence the continued appeal of this practice to Tennant. Cosmetics such 
as make-up signalled ambiguously modern/threatening femininity in interwar 
Britain, as demonstrated by the frequency with which it was derided in satirical 
cartoons (Baumer, 1928). In particular contexts make-up signalled queer male 
sexuality. Matt Houlbrook’s analysis of interwar reports of a young man’s arrest for 
importuning, highlight a powder puff as functioning for the police as a ‘material 
sign of a deviant character and [a] transgressive male body’ (2007, p. 146). The 
burgeoning make-up industry was linked to a number of wealthy queer people 
and spaces in the interwar years. These included Arden as mentioned above and 
Thomas Lyle Williams, who founded Maybelline and later occupied the house 
Rudolph Valentino had owned. Valentino attracted controversy for promoting 
a cosmetics brand in the interwar years because this transgressed dominant 
concepts of masculinity. George Gallowhur was Messel’s partner in the 1930s and 
invented the first commercially successful suntan lotion. By the 1940s Gallowhur 
was part of the transatlantic queer network that included Paul Cadmus, George 
Platt Lynes, Carl Van Vechten and Pavel Tchelitchew, who I discuss in Chapter 
Four.
I propose that Tennant’s love of perfume relates to the cosmetics Beaton 
observed and is evidence that he staked territory at Wilsford through objects and 
odour in a comparable way to his embodied identity performances. Flower motifs 
indicative of scent recur in his drawings, poems and Wilsford’s interiors. In a 
handwritten poem titled Poem, Tennant invokes uninvited smells and his favoured 
seaside iconography to stress alienation, as in the line: ‘Certain days smell of 
someone else’s seaside, not your own’. Men historically wore scent, but by the 
1920s ‘perfume was increasingly positioned as a womanly beauty accessory’ 
and ‘anything too noticeable began to be seen as suspiciously effeminate, the 
preserve of gender-bending aristocrats’ (Ostrom, 2015, p. 92). The architect-
designer Louis Süe designed the perfume bottle for Le Dandy by d’Orsay (1923). 
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Fig. 6.36. Unknown (1987) An 
Italian Carved and Silvered 
Gesso Harlequin Suite 
of Grotto Seat Furniture, 
circa 1900, of Shell Design. 
Published in The Contents Of 
Wilsford Manor, Sotheby’s, 
October 1987, p. 68.
Süe worked with Groult, who was instrumental in Restaurant Boulestin’s interior. 
Süe designed interiors for Helena Rubinstein, whose apartment contained 
pieces by Jean-Michel Frank, a designer Maugham also commissioned (Fisher, 
1978) and who ‘navigated between…post-Bauhaus austerity and neo-Baroque 
opulence’ and ‘was a…homosexual’ (McNeil and Riello, 2013, p. 218). Süe 
was involved in design disputes with avant-garde modernist Jacques Adnet 
(Goss, 2014). As with Gee, I interpret this as conflict between visual languages 
associated with queer and heteronormative masculinities.
Süe’s bottle for Le Dandy bore the name Count d’Orsay, ‘a figure of fascination 
through the early twentieth century for having commanded the erotic attentions 
of other men’ (Ostrom, 2015, p. 92). Lizzie Ostrom likens Count d’Orsay to 
Tennant, explains that he had been ‘a clotheshorse and a muse, notably to Lord 
Byron’ and made perfumes himself (2015, p. 92). The Count d’Orsay and Tennant 
exhibit characteristics of a queer archetype parodied by Beverley Nichols in his 
novel Crazy Pavements (1927). Nichols’ character Lord William Motley concocts 
fragrances and like Messel makes masks, while his cosmetic routine is linked 
to his ‘sumptuous bathroom’ (Nichols, 1927, p. 95). Friedman interprets similar 
signifiers in Laura (1944) as queer, stating that ‘an enormous bathroom...[with 
a] Roman-style tub of...marble, in a room decorated with marble columns’ and 
‘the trappings of effete luxury: a dressing table covered in silver capped bottles, 
ornate chairs and tables’, establishes ‘the social deviance’ of the owner for the 
cinema audience (2019, p. 96). The description of this bathroom as Roman-style, 
links it to Messel’s design at Val Verde, while its columns, bottles and ornate 
furniture correlate with Wilsford’s late twentieth-century appearance. 
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Tennant’s interwar redecoration of Wilsford included shell shaped grotto furniture 
similar to that of the Sitwell brothers and Rubinstein’s interiors (Stevenson, 2018; 
Calloway, 1988, p. 269) (figs. 6.32 and 6.36). Messel included such chairs in his 
set design for the bedroom scene in Helen!. Hoare states that ‘Venetian grotto 
furniture, with its bizarre gilded oyster-and barnacle-encrusted rococo forms, 
suited both Stephen’s and Syrie’s [Maugham’s] aims’ (Hoare, 1990, p. 222).  
Like James’ vases, shell furniture disrupts expected object/person proportions 
and positions users as characters in fairy tale narratives. This proposition is 
supported by its categorisation as fantasy furniture (Newman, 1989), while its 
anthropomorphic/zoomorphic features induce tension by suggesting potential 
movement. Messel mobilised the unnerving effect of animating the inanimate 
in his professional work. One example is the moving plants he designed for 
Suddenly Last Summer (1959), a film with a narrative centred on unspoken queer 
sexuality and psychological confusion. 
I interpret Tennant’s fantasy furniture and shell collection as related indexes of 
seashore spaces outside Wilsford and as evidence that Tennant practiced ‘a 
stylistics of the self [that] ultimately…leads beyond oneself’ (Halperin, 1995, p. 
76). Tennant’s shells formed part of Wilsford’s still life assemblages alongside his 
cosmetics (fig. 6.35). He displayed shells in water, a method used by the queer 
couple Charles Shannon and Charles Ricketts (Cook, 2014; Calloway, 1988). 
I read Tennant’s collected objects and drawings as sharing a visual language 
with interwar Surrealist painting, in particular Pierre Roy’s Vogue covers, which 
included shells and bows. Like the palm frond, these are also rococo motifs, 
which by the interwar period and in connection with Vogue, were coded as 
feminine and queerly effeminate.
I analyse Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s interiors in relation to discourses that 
defined queer sexuality as unproductive and redundant, in line with cultures and 
practices of waste and excess (Hester, 2019; Schmidt, 2014; Edelman, 2004; 
Kosofsky Sedgwick, 1997). Redundancy, excess and effeminacy overlapped 
in popular interwar understandings of queer and aristocratic identities, which 
were both positioned as the antithesis of masculinist modernist ideology. I follow 
Potvin’s understanding that ‘the practices of space and interior design are the 
resulting matrix of aesthetic, cultural, social, psychological and memorializing 
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registers in the life of queer men’ (2014, p. 43). In his research on hoarders, 
Scott Herring (2011, 2014) draws on concepts developed in material cultures 
and queer theory research, to outline the way non-normative object conduct 
and non-normative identities have been related and pathologised in north 
American cultural discourse. He cites late twentieth-century instances in which 
a reorientation of object practices have been advocated and linked to the 
conversion of a socially undesirable identity such as the hoarder, in rhetoric that 
echoes spurious theories of sexual conversion (Herring, 2014). Material cultures 
research, as outlined in Chapter Three, has focused on the supportive role of 
objects in social relations, but as Herring (2011) opines, object management also 
offers a means to repudiate cultural expectations and ideals. 
Hoare’s descriptions of Wilsford in the 1980s and Beaton’s recorded impressions 
in the 1960s, contrast with 1930s photographs of Wilsford’s interiors and the tidy 
rooms published in The World of Interiors after Tennant’s death (Buckle, 1987) 
(compare figs. 6.3, 6.4, 6.5 and 6.35). By 1965 ‘[a] sea of ephemera flowed across 
the sheepskin carpets and down limed staircases’ (Hoare, 1990, p. 353) and:
Since the late forties, Stephen’s “improvements” to Wilsford had consisted 
mainly of the application of numerous patterned and swagged wallpapers 
and borders…The décor had become overblown, without the sparseness 
of a Syrie Maugham to moderate his exuberance.
(Hoare, 1990, p. 342)
I analyse evidence of Wilsford’s interwar interiors against later accounts, to 
interpret its development as a process of accretion. Interwar Wilsford was 
excessively luxurious and theatrical, while its later incarnation was characterised 
by an abundance of objects. The recent clinical discourse on hoarding highlighted 
by Herring is shaped by particular concepts of value and understands that 
‘extreme accumulators cannot differentiate between valuables and the valueless’ 
(2014, p. 53). I do not read Tennant’s late collecting practices as undiscerning 
disinterest in the qualities of objects, but rather as his non-normative appraisal 
and management of them. Diary typescript in Beaton’s archived documents 
record his visit to Wilsford with Isherwood and Don Bachardy in 1961. Beaton 
wrote that on this occasion ‘a cloud of Tchelitchew, and other valuable drawings, 
went like confetti to the ceiling [thrown by Tennant]. “...it’s such fun!” said 
Stephen with a mad glint in his eye.’ (1961, p. 4). I relate Beaton’s description of 
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Tennant as ‘mad’ to Calloway’s understanding that Codman was ‘fanatical’, as 
I detail above (1988, p. 91). This supports Herring’s (2014) findings that atypical 
object relations, as in Tennant’s and apparent disinterest in the preservation of 
noted artworks, have been linked to mental illness in recent medical and cultural 
discourses. In the same text, Beaton expresses surprise at Tennant’s keen 
memory and insightful comments, a contrast with his expectations, which were 
shaped by Wilsford and Tennant’s appearance. Friedman (2019) notes that in early 
twentieth-century visual culture, ‘the elision of gay sexuality with the character 
of the obsessive collector and...the decadent queer...produces a trope...[that] 
fuels...public perceptions’, shaping ‘the reading of stylistic codes’, that associate 
atypical object relations with queer shame in opposition to ‘“normal” people...
[who] had nothing to hide’ (2019, p. 100). 
I contend that Tennant’s collecting practices and demonstrations of how 
he confers value on objects are evidence of his identification with cultural 
representations of queer collectors and as resistance to normative expectations.
I interpret Tennant’s late relationship to objects as implicated in his construction 
and maintenance of a queer identity and as evidence of his intellectual 
questioning of what constitutes an object’s value and meaning. I contend that 
his appraisal and accumulation of objects was shaped in relation to Aestheticism 
and cultural texts such as Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray (1890). Objects 
and queer identity are closely aligned in this novel and the protagonist surrounds 
himself ‘with precious things in an effort to create and control environments’ 
and distinguish himself from other men by demonstrations of his refined taste 
(Friedman, 2019, p. 92). 
I read Tennant’s collecting practices in relation to the obsessional interest 
in objects demonstrated by his contemporary, Mario Praz (Riegler, 2013). I 
argue that the importance of collecting to both men, indicates their queer 
investment in objects as talismans of security akin to Sontag’s (2008 [1971]) 
theorising of photography and my outline of heterotopic queer compensation. 
Friedman understands that the collecting practices of queer fictional characters, 
equate ‘material and emotional possessiveness’ (2019, p. 92). Unlike Praz’s 
connoisseurship, Tennant continued to value objects as amusing and decorative 
in ways established in the interwar years, a strategy I read as camp. Wilsford’s 
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later appearance was also related to Tennant’s more limited access to domestic 
staff, who were necessary for the upkeep of the pristine spaces Maugham 
designed. Following Quentin Crisp’s (1968) queer stance on housework, I read 
Wilsford’s late excesses as Tennant’s resistance to bourgeois ideals of hygiene 
and tidiness as indices of moral superiority.
Wilsford’s development is echoed by Carlos de Beistegui’s interiors. De 
Beistegui’s Paris apartment is frequently cited in design histories because it was 
designed by Le Corbusier and had a roof terrace by Salvador Dalí (Calloway, 
1988). As with Tennant’s subsuming of Maugham’s sparse decoration, ‘within 
a year or so…[de Beistegui] set about decorating the cool, clear spaces…the 
walls of some rooms were quilted and…curtains [were] trimmed with braid in 
elaborate Second Empire designs’ (Calloway, 1988, p. 268). In common with 
Tennant, de Beistegui chose ‘extravagantly baroque pieces of furniture…gilt-
framed panels of mirror…vast chandeliers’ (ibid.). I interpret de Beistegui’s visual 
and material retreat from Le Corbusier’s building and his remodelling of the space 
through impermanent textiles and antiques as a queering of modernist intentions. 
Emilio Terry directed de Beistegui’s renovations and was part of socialite Tony 
Gandrillas’ Parisian network that included, ‘Jean-Michel Frank…Christian Bérard, 
René Crevel and friends [who met] at fashionable homosexual clubs’ (Teitelbaum, 
2011, p. 76). Bérard was close to Tennant, Messel and Whistler. Christopher 
Wood attended the dinner Gandrillas gave in Paris for Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes 
and made a portrait of Gandrillas (Teitelbaum, 2011). In 1951 Messel was a guest 
at a fancy dress party at de Beistegui’s Venetian Palazzo Labia. Writing in the late 
1980s, Messel’s biographer details that ‘[f]or a month Venice became the gayest 
city in Europe’, an ambiguous phrase I interpret as knowingly inviting queer 
readings (Castle, 1986, p. 155).
De Beistegui’s redecoration included ‘life-size, ostrich-plumed Venetian figures’ 
(Calloway, 1988, p. 268), a feature I link to Messel’s decoration of the San 
Marco restaurant. This space included ‘life size, realistic negroes, modelled in 
papier mâché by Messel himself. Dressed in gold and white...they possess[ed]...
elaborate feather head-dresses...made of brilliantly coloured wool’ (Tracey, 
January 1937, p. 13). This interwar report is further evidence of Messel’s queer 
relationship to materials and making, which I outline in Chapter Three. Feather 
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plumes feature in Messel’s costumes for the Highlander (1930) and Paris in 
Helen! (1932) as well as in Whistler’s Hans Andersen illustration (fig. 6.25). Queer 
interwar cabaret performer Barbette/Vander Clyde wore feather plumes and they 
appear in Dinner at Eight (1933) (fig. 6.11). The arcs of feather plumes replicate 
those of James’ pampas grass and the palm fronds I highlight above (fig. 6.6). 
This builds on my discussion of the queer signification of arches in Chapter Five 
and adds a layer of interpretation to the arcs made by fountains I also discuss in 
that chapter. Wilsford’s sale catalogue documents a pair of Venetian ‘blackamoor 
figures’ (Sotheby’s 1987, lot 371, pp. 88-89). Maugham deployed similar figures in 
her interiors (Fisher, 1978). I interpret this type of sculpture in relation to a history 
of the representation of black figures in European decorative art, particularly 
associated with Venice. Regarded as perpetuating racial stereotypes today, such 
objects were popular as antiques in interwar Britain. 
A press photograph and an illustration in Messel’s archive documents the 
reaching poses of his San Marco sculptures and their presentation as a pair. I link 
these features to his drawings of a Triton and a Neptune figure, which I analyse 
and link to Benga in Chapter Three and which were produced in the same period 
(fig. 3.8). This suggests the strong appeal of this visual and materialised construct 
to Messel. The Triton/Neptune drawings and San Marco sculptures are/were life 
sized, pointing to a close equivalence with human bodily presence. In relation to 
processes of sculpting human figures, David Getsy states that ‘[s]uch a staging of 
relations between bodies establishes sexuality’s potential to emerge within those 
relations’ (Doyle and Getsy, 2013, p. 59). James Smalls understands Richmond 
Barthé’s sculptures, including of Benga, as providing the sculptor with a means to 
‘work through’ his ‘homoerotic desire’ (2013, p. 200). This supports my discussion 
of Messel and Whistler’s differing responses to life models in Chapter Three. 
Building on this proposition, I interpret Messel’s sculptures for the San Marco in 
light of concepts and histories of metamorphosis. Ovid’s (2004) Metamorphoses 
encompasses blurred distinctions between myth and reality in a series of poetic 
narratives in which diverse forms of human/animal/plant/object transformations 
are central. In book ten of Metamorphoses, Orpheus recounts the myth of 
Pygmalion, who fell in love with a sculpture that fulfils his wishes by coming 
to life with a kiss. This echoes my outline of the Sleeping Beauty in Chapter 
283
Four. Research has pointed to Orpheus’ queer desires and persistent allusion 
to homoeroticism in Ovid’s Pygmalion (Ingleheart, 2015; Annes Brown, 2017). 
Amongst multiple reinterpretations of this myth, Forster’s novel The Classical 
Annex (1972 [1930-31]) emphasises homoeroticism in association with a museum 
sculpture becoming animate (Ingleheart, 2015). 
I propose that like other queer people, Tennant, Messel and Whistler were drawn 
to narratives of metamorphosis because these destabilise concepts of fixed 
normative identity in a language of exaggeration and fantasy, while expressing 
the confusion and social dislocation associated with queer subjectivity. Franz 
Kafka’s The Metamorphosis (2009 [1915]) stresses such identity displacement in 
relation to physical difference. Stanley Corngold (2007) interprets Kafka’s works 
as laced with sublimated and coded queer sexuality. Friedrich Nietzsche (2008 
[1883-85]) deployed corporeal metamorphoses as analogies for a psychological 
process that surmounts burden and conflict with normative social expectations 
to achieve self-sustaining and self-referential fulfilment. Joachim Köhler (2002 
[1989]) subjects Nietzsche’s life and philosophies to queer readings, including his 
visit to Sicily, a location I discuss in Chapter Four. He also outlines Nietzsche’s 
one time friendship with Richard Wagner. I relate the concepts explored in 
Nietzsche’s metamorphoses to Willa Cather’s Paul’s Case (1992 [1905]), a text 
I link to Tennant’s queer identity performance in Chapter Four. Cather included 
A Wagner Matinée (1992 [1904]) in the same original collection of stories, 
which she prefaced with a quotation from Kingsley about a fairy garden and 
palace. I discuss Kingsley above and Cather’s language recalls my discussion 
of euphemisms for Tilden and Gower’s queerness in Chapter Five. A Wagner 
Matinée is premised on atypical romantic coupling and the preferable intensity 
of Wagner’s operas in opposition to daily life. I read this as a narrative that 
recognises the queer compensations of fantasy worlds, which I discuss as 
heterotopias in Chapter Five.
As representations anchored in a form of realism, I read Messel’s sculptures 
in relation to concepts of simulation and simulacra. Building on prior 
understandings, Jean Baudrillard (1994 [1981]) developed the concept 
of simulacra in the context of post-modernity, to theorise and destabilise 
understandings of reality and authenticity. In his account, simulacra is figured as 
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a copy of a copy without origin. Pre-dating this outline, simulacra was associated 
with religious icons, objects imbued with or facilitating the spiritual presence of 
god(s). Such historical understandings are closer to the Pygmalion myth. From the 
nineteenth century and in line with the scientific categorising of the homosexual, 
simulacra rather became associated with the inauthentic, deceptive copy. Unlike 
Baurillard’s conception, I interpret Messel’s San Marco sculptures as referring to 
real men such as Benga as well as to antique objects, which also point to Venice 
and a longer history. I interpret the nature of copies/simulations as apt for queer 
identification because like copies, queer men occupied an ambiguous position 
culturally aligned with deception, which I discuss in terms of the double bind of 
the closet in Chapter Two. Queer male identities also failed to conform to interwar 
ideals of masculinity, which I read as comparable to the purported inauthenticity 
of a copy.
I locate Messel’s sculptures in a trajectory of queer reiteration and 
reinterpretation, which remains most easily legible as queer in its stress on 
representational figuration. This is akin to Whistler’s use of trompe l’oeil, which 
refers to real objects and Baroque paintings. I understand artistic simulation as 
implicated in processes of identity formation and in line with my discussion of 
mimesis and performativity in Chapter Two. I propose that it appealed to these 
men as a means of wish fulfilment, a method of realising idealised spaces and 
people or reliving the memory of encounters by recording them artistically. I read 
the products of this process, such as Messel’s sculptures, as fetishised objects 
that occupy the gap of socially proscribed queer identities and desires. As in 
my outlines of performativity and fancy dress, I locate the appeal of simulation 
to Tennant, Messel and Whistler, in its ability to destabilise the authority of the 
purportedly real and authentic. This is most clear when these men draw on the 
visual language associated with concepts I read as having pertinence to queer 
experience, such as Messel’s sculpture’s relationship to the Pygmalion narrative. 
This supports my discussion of the appeal of Narcissus imagery in Chapter Three.
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Fig. 6.37. Unknown 
(undated) The Artificial 
Grotto at the Linderhof 
Palace, Bavaria, 
Germany, with a Cockle 
Shell Boat Designed 
by F. Seitz in 1876. 
Published in Blunt, W. 
(1973 [1970], p. 152).
Fig. 6.38. Whistler, R. 
(1923) My Private Bath 
Room (H. C Taps on Right 
of Steps into Water). Ink on 
paper sketchbook page. 
In sketchbook labelled 
‘1923 A’ and with Whistler’s 
inscription ‘Whistler, 1923, 
Slade School’ on cover. 
Photographed by Bench, P. 
29th August 2017. Salisbury: 
Rex Whistler Archive at The 
Salisbury Museum.
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The theatrical excess and composite styles of Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s 
visual language is also evident in Ludwig II of Bavaria’s palaces. Messel visited 
Bavaria with Lord Berners (fig. 6.1), while Tennant and Whistler stayed together 
at Garmisch near Ludwig’s Linderhof Palalce. While resident in Bavaria, Tennant 
received a locket for his birthday that had associations with Ludwig (Hoare, 1990, 
p. 137). Stressing its appeal as fantasy, in the 1950s Ludwig’s Neuschwanstein 
home was the model for Sleeping Beauty’s Castle in Disneyland. At the Baroque 
palace Linderhoff, Ludwig commissioned a false grotto intended for Wagnerian 
dramas, where he housed swans and a cockleshell shaped boat (Blunt, 1973 
[1970]) (fig. 6.37). He aligned his identity to the German folkloric figure Lohengrin, 
who travelled in a boat pulled by swans. Wagner wrote the opera Lohengrin 
(1848) and Ludwig bankrolled the construction of Wagner’s opera house and 
home. Ludwig was the subject of ‘rumours about his enthusiasm for handsome 
courtiers and for young valets, grooms, and foresters’ and was ‘declared insane 
and effectively dethroned in 1886’ before drowning in a lake in mysterious 
circumstances (Stoneley, 2006, p. 63). 
I argue that the dramatic excess and queer themes of Wagner’s works appealed 
to Berners as they had to Ludwig and that he and Sassoon were likely sources of 
Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s knowledge of this queer history (Summers, 2012; 
Berners, 1988 [1945]). Messel’s mural and backdrop, which I highlight in Chapter 
Five (figs. 5.30 and 5.31), include chariots pulled by swans. Whistler’s bathroom 
design in figure 6.38 includes a boat resembling Ludwig’s. Grottos appear across 
Whistler’s corpus and in his letter anticipating Tivoli, quoted in Chapter Five. 
Whistler depicted a grotto-like sea cave in his oil painting Glaucus and Scylla 
(1929). Painted as a commission, he chose this classical narrative of thwarted 
love and metamorphosis (Whistler and Fuller, 1960, p. 16). Grottos are spaces for 
hiding similar to caves, which have been used as analogies for the mind (Sontag, 
2008 [1971]). This points to the grotto as a parallel metaphor to the queer closet 
but also its potential as a heterotopic fantasy space attached to Ludwig’s queer 
biographical narrative, all of which I contend contributed to the appeal of grottos 
to Tennant, Messel and Whistler. Evidencing the queer connotations of grottos, 
in Brideshead Revisited Blanche takes Ryder to the ‘Blue Grotto Club’, a private 
members basement bar Waugh heavily hints is a queer space and which is 
frequented by ‘saucy boys’ (Waugh, 2000 [1945], pp. 257, 260).
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Peter Stoneley (2006) links Ludwig’s swan iconography to his queer reading 
of Tchaikovsky’s ballet Swan Lake. Stoneley states that ‘with its long neck, the 
swan…[has] phallic connotations (as in…paintings of Leda and the swan). The 
swan’s extraordinary shape relates to…[its] paradoxical beauty [that]…verges on 
the grotesque’ (2006, p. 61). Stoneley (2006) links this duality to Tchaikovsky’s 
feelings about his homosexuality, which oscillated between repulsion and 
celebration. Swans flank a bed in Messel’s design for Helen! (fig. 6.12) and 
Tennant made a drawing of a matelot with a swan in what I interpret as his 
queering of the Leda and the Swan myth. In Chapter Five I propose Apollo as 
the charioteer in Whistler’s Ulysses’ Farewell painting. Phaeton also drove a sky-
bound chariot, losing control and falling to his death in a different myth. I refer to 
this in relation to Whistler’s falling pose in Chapter Four (fig. 4.50). Phaeton was 
mourned so passionately by his male lover Cycnus, that Cycnus was transformed 
into a swan. I propose this queer narrative contributes to swans’ cultural linkage 
with melancholic romance, a theme important to Tennant and Whistler’s poetic 
identities. Swan Lake and the Cycnus myth are narratives of thwarted passion 
and metamorphosis. A related iconography and stress on shifting appearance 
is redemptive in Hans Andersen’s The Ugly Duckling (1835), which Whistler 
illustrated (Andersen, 1936). In relation to Swan Lake, Stoneley understands its 
narrative as Tchaikovsky metaphorically ‘coming to terms with the “ugliness” of 
homosexuality’ (2006, p. 61). 
I interpret Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s attraction to narratives of 
metamorphosis and anthropomorphism as queer because ‘[i]n practicing creative 
anthropomorphism we invent the models of resistance we need and lack in 
reference to other lifeworlds’ (Halberstam, 2011, p. 51). Alisa Boyd identifies this 
as a feature of Henry James’ novel The Spoils of Poynton (1886), explaining that 
objects he describes are ‘anthropomorphized, fetishized, and sanctified’ and ‘stir 
great passions’ (2018, p. 291). I read such narratives as attempts to imaginatively 
surpass socially prescribed identities yoked to stable corporealities. This parallels 
my outline of transcendence in Chapter Five. I read anthropomorphic narratives 
and the objects and images linked to them, in relation to queer understanding 
of identity fluidity and as evidence of Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s creative 
search for self-like identities and identifications where these were unavailable in 
real experience. Such narratives and their imagery oscillate between reality and 
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fantasy, an in-between state analogous with queer interwar subjectivities, which 
were acknowledged and unspoken, supported and punished. 
In a letter to Beaton on 10th March 1930 from his hotel in Syracuse, where he was 
staying with Sassoon, Tennant wrote that he wanted ‘Borzois (snow white ones) 
racing round the lawn and then all subsiding around one like an ostrich feather 
chorus’. I contend that Tennant’s likening of borzoi dogs to a theatre chorus line 
exemplifies this queer way of understanding and describing the material world, 
while the theatrical, feminine image he evokes is linked to the feather plumes I 
highlight above. Borzoi dogs have aristocratic connotations and feature in the 
interwar play The Green Bay Tree (Shairp, 1933). Chauncey (1994), Potvin (2014) 
and Cook (2014) all cite this play as significant because of its queer character’s 
Aestheticism, which stresses material luxury over normative domesticity and 
family. This queer Aestheticism values animals as decorative objects and was 
extended as a queering and camp strategy by Berners, whose doves were dyed 
rainbow colours. This is echoed by Benga’s poodles, whose colour was dyed 
to match his outfits (Smalls, 2017). Such tropes are present in fiction I interpret 
as queer. For example, Waugh’s Brideshead Revisited (1945) and Huysmans’ À 
Rebours (1884) both include jewel-encrusted tortoises.
I argue that Whistler’s design for a bathroom (fig. 6.38) is a composite, drawing 
on his queer identification with Ludwig II, fashionable interwar interiors and his 
knowledge of classical architecture. Its classical features and excess relate to the 
queerness of bathrooms evoked in writing by Nichols and film by Preminger, as 
discussed above. The Roman theme correlates with Messel’s bathroom design 
at Val Verde, discussed in Chapter Five. Whistler’s bathroom design (fig. 5.45) 
depicts a bathing pool with a statue-fountain and domed ceiling. This parody of 
luxury shares features with descriptions of Emperor Nero’s uncompleted palace 
complex, the Domus Aurea, which has become a byword for Nero’s narcissism, 
material excess and failure. Suetonius details that the palace ‘ceilings…were 
made to revolve, and scatter flowers’ and that it included ‘baths [that] flowed with 
salt water’ (1997, p. 260). Falling flowers also feature in a narrative attached to 
Emperor Heliogabalus. The painting Roses of Heliogabalus (1888) by Lawrence 
Alma-Tadema depicts showers of rose petals suffocating courtiers in what I 
interpret as a queer imagery of excess and death. Rosemary Barrow explains 
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that Alma-Tadema drew on Suetonius’ accounts, selecting narratives and details 
‘calculated to draw our attention to the exciting, the corrupt and the risqué’ but 
with ‘few scenes of erotic nudity’ (1997, p. 183). Ruskin criticised Alma-Tadema’s 
work as illustrating ‘Bacchanalian phrenzy’ (Ruskin, 1900, p. 89). I propose that 
direct or oblique understanding of this excessive and ambiguous queer visual 
language informed Whistler’s bathroom design (fig. 6.38) and Tennant’s use of 
rose petals at Wilsford. 
Roses are a recurrent motif in Tennant’s drawings, while Messel designed sets 
and costumes for Der Rosenkavlier (1956), an opera about the renunciation of a 
non-conformist love affair in which a rose is a focal prop. Whistler designed sets 
for the ballet Le Spectre de la Rose (1944), in which a male dancer plays a rose, a 
role associated with Nijinsky. His design for the drop curtain includes a male nude 
reclining within a dewy pink rose. By the interwar years bathing was associated 
with contemporaneous discourse on hygiene and health, while roses signalled 
feminine beauty and conventional romance. However, I propose that Tennant, 
Messel and Whistler were drawn to particular iterations of baths and roses, often 
rooted in historical visual cultures, and that these appealed to them because they 
retained queer signification.
Conclusion
In this chapter I demonstrated that Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s interiors 
were important to their queer visual language as sites of diverse visual and 
material practices. I established that this visual language developed within 
and against cultural discourse that understood interiors as an index of identity, 
while gendering and opposing visual motifs and styles. I established that their 
interiors were queerly different from those of prominent heteronormative male 
designers and expectations of conventional masculine signification. I highlighted 
their preference for theatricality and historical decorative styles, both of which 
were culturally associated with femininity and/or queer masculinity in interwar 
Britain. To gauge the reception of these men and their interiors, I outlined the 
ways contemporaneous press reports directed public readings of these men as 
arbiters of fashionable style, while simultaneously signalling and denying queer 
subjectivity. 
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Echoing my arguments in Chapters Four and Five, I contended that queer self-
consciousness, performances of excess and a retreat from sexuality co-existed 
as queer responses and strategies for Tennant, Messel and Whistler, and that 
these shaped the appearance of their interiors. I proposed this indicates their 
negotiation of complex and often contradictory interwar cultural discourses 
on sexuality and visual culture, which resulted in these men balancing queer 
expression with denial. I demonstrated that their identity development and visual 
language was supported and informed by spaces of queer and queer accepting 
classed networks, to which they also contributed. This chapter ended by outlining 
the queer cultural associations of particular motifs and objects connected to 
Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s interiors, which I argued was akin to an artistic 
iconography. I contended that these men were attracted to the same or similar 
visual texts as other queer people, whose association with particular spaces, 
styles and visual culture added to their appeal and status as foci for queer 
identification. This offers a model to future research by proposing that the queer 
visual language these men practiced remains legible as queer to particular 
audiences because of its performative reiteration across time.
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Conclusion
This thesis began by asking if Tennant, Messel and Whistler shared a visual 
language and if such a language was/is queer. To answer this composite 
question, I have demonstrated that visual culture and subjectivities are mutually 
constitutive, culturally contingent and relational. To establish the existence of 
a visual language, I highlighted visual coherences in style, subjects, themes 
and motifs between these men, across their corpuses and in relation to other 
people and works. Stressing the contingencies of this language’s production 
and reception as queer, I conducted a comparative discourse analysis that 
brought together previously unrelated material. This thesis makes a contribution 
to research on the relationship between visual culture and identity formation by 
deploying multiple complementary methods of analysis drawn from visual and 
material cultures research, art history, biography studies, queer theory, queer 
studies and queer histories. To establish the queerness of the visual language 
I identified, I analysed and compared biographical commentary, life writing, 
interwar publicity and visual sources that demonstrated ways these men and 
their works were received by particular audiences. I established queer readings 
against broad interwar discourses on sexuality, gender and visual practices. I also 
analysed the position of these men in relation to specific people, conventions 
of normative masculinity and archetypes of queer identity. I situated my queer 
readings of these men and their works as original but non-essentialising and 
positioned amidst multiple possible other interpretations. I validated my queer 
interpretations by drawing on constructionist theory and stressed that I have not 
attributed fixed or ahistorical identities to these men. 
This thesis makes an original contribution to knowledge because it is the first 
academic comparison of these men and the first research to establish that 
coherences across their works and practices constitute a queer visual language. 
These men and their works have not been directly analysed as queer in sustained 
academic analysis before. My methodological strategies and focus on sexual 
subjectivities makes a contribution to British and queer art histories, and in doing 
so, intervenes in current archival classifications. This has implications for future 
interpretations of the material I analyse and its cataloguing. My interpretation 
of Whistler and his works as queer makes a particular contribution to queer 
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cultural histories and queer art histories in which he has been largely overlooked, 
as well as offering new interpretation to existing biographical commentary. I 
have been even-handed in analysing and selecting from each man’s corpus, 
comparing widely known and previously unseen or overlooked material. In this 
way I challenged but also engaged with, the historical significance and effects of 
canonical art and design genre classifications and attributions of value. Drawing 
on material cultures research and protocols, I achieved a level of ‘freedom from 
disciplinary foundations and boundaries’ (Miller, 1998, p. 4). This allowed me to 
make new comparisons across and between heterogeneous materials and to 
identify queer subjectivity as a common thread. My selection of diverse visual 
material intentionally widened the scope of queer art histories, which have 
focused on figurative, homoerotic or gender transgressive depictions more easily 
linked to queer sexuality (Lewis and Horne, 1996; Reed, 2011). In doing so I 
developed original methods of analysing visual culture as queer that offer models 
of analysis to future researchers. 
Recognising that queer is a relational category led me to sketch a web of social 
connections between queer and queer-accepting creatives in the orbit of these 
men, and/or with whom their visual language bore strong correspondence. 
This project established the importance of queer networks to the construction 
and reception of Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s queer subjectivities and visual 
language. In outlining such networks, this thesis makes a contribution to art and 
design histories in which queer relationships have often been ignored, overlooked 
or ambiguously suggested. This strategy was my response to the difficulty of 
understanding uneven shifts in public attitudes and understandings of gender 
and sexual identities across the interwar period in Britain and in different social 
groups. Focusing on Tennant, Messel and Whistler allowed me to account for 
the places and audiences associated with their visual language and identity 
performances. It enabled me to gauge how they were interpreted by diverse 
viewers as well as how these men responded to conceptions of what was 
permissible within specific contexts. This specificity helped me to overcome the 
paucity of academic research on interwar British masculinities. 
It has been less challenging to establish visual relationships between Tennant, 
Messel and Whistler’s works and those of other queer figures, than it has been 
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to isolate a definition for and demonstrate their queer difference from, non-queer 
people and cultures. I aimed to avoid reasserting a heterosexual/homosexual 
binary opposition, but queer unavoidably retains its ‘opposition to heterosexual 
norms, values and expectations’ (Cook, 2017, p. 123). I circumvented common 
assumptions about what constituted normativity in interwar Britain by identifying 
the gendered framing of contemporaneous tensions connected to particular visual 
practices and styles (Pilkey et al., 2017).
The first three chapters of this thesis established the theoretical framework 
and methodology that guided my analysis of primary material associated with 
Tennant, Messel and Whistler, their identities, queer visual language and its 
reception. Central to this framework is the historical importance of gender to the 
way each man performed queer identity. In Chapter One I situated this thesis and 
my queer readings in relation to interwoven academic and vernacular histories 
of queer male identities and the terms used to describe them. I established that 
Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s identities were shaped by pre-existing archetypes 
and discourses associated with particular historical subjects, visual themes, 
styles and motifs. I drew on and analysed primary and biographical evidence to 
elucidate the ways these men negotiated ambivalent and contradictory interwar 
understandings and responses to queer subjectivities. I demonstrated that 
Tennant, Messel and Whistler were drawn to contemporaneous and historical 
performances of masculinity that offered points of identification and alibis for their 
queer identity performances in an interwar British context. 
In Chapter Two, I delineated the centrality of gender to interwar British discourse 
on sexuality, creative practices and the attribution of cultural value. I elucidated 
that male femininity was received as a primary index of queer sexuality in interwar 
Britain. I demonstrated that effeminacy intersected with readings of leisure-
class identities and that Tennant, Messel and Whistler leveraged this slippage in 
their visual language. By way of Butler’s (1999 [1990]) outline of performativity 
and research on camp, I explained that Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s visual 
language was produced both consciously and unconsciously. I also proposed 
that the reiteration of performative acts as a means of cultural transfer has 
sustained the legibility of Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s visual language as 
queer. I uncovered the way these men managed their self-presentation according 
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to expected audiences and in negotiation with the effects of the closet, the open 
secret of queer subjectivity and its stigmatisation in a society that presumed 
heterosexuality. I explored the intersubjective and mimetic development of their 
identities and visual practices, explaining both as discursively formed in relation 
to social and familial networks, in which generational differences also played a 
role. 
In Chapter Three I detailed theories that link visual texts to processes of self-
formation. I outlined the analytical model by which I examined visual works as 
evidence of Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s queer identifications. Drawing on 
theories of spectatorship, I contributed new interpretations of the reception and 
development of these men and their visual language to existing commentary 
on their works. I additionally situated their visual culture within broader circuits 
of their consumption, appropriation and reinterpretation of visual and material 
culture. I explored the way theories of narcissism have been linked to queer male 
identities and were associated with particular visual themes, which I demonstrate 
were influential in Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s visual language. Drawing 
on Foucauldian theory, I outlined my method of linking particular theoretical 
perspectives in a discourse analysis. This enabled me to identify regularities, 
which I argue constitute a visual language and to examine the silences of Tennant, 
Messel and Whistler’s necessarily ambiguous signification. 
Chapters Four, Five and Six focused on the comparative analysis of 
primary research material. In Chapter Four I examined Tennant, Messel and 
Whistler’s self-presentation as evidence of their knowledge and negotiation of 
expected audiences in particular spaces. In this investigation, I explored the 
complementarity of their dressed appearances. I uncovered the way biographical 
records of Whistler’s identity performances have attempted to distance him from 
the taint of queer subjectivity. My analysis revealed that these men engaged in 
practices, visual styles and identifications associated with femininity, pre-existing 
queer identities and/or objects of queer desire, as alternatives to conventional 
masculinity. I examined their preference for historic themes linked to periods 
pre-dating the pathologising of the homosexual as a category of person. 
Analysing their fancy dress, costumes and comportment, I established that the 
historic masculinities these men performed in particular contexts, otherwise 
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signified effeminacy in interwar Britain. I proposed that Tennant, Messel and 
Whistler’s queer subjectivities rendered them alert to the instability of all identity 
categorisations and directed their preferences for theatrical visual culture 
that advertised its artificiality. I highlighted coherences between professional 
work and self-presentation in the context of queer coteries and relationships. 
Expanding discussion to encompass undressed body presentation, I identified 
different co-existent queer identities performed by these men in association with 
contemporaneous and historic discourses on gender and health. 
In Chapter Five, I situated works produced by these men and Whistler in 
particular, against histories that I demonstrated have marginalised queer British 
artists, overlooked or excused their queer subjectivities and accorded them 
limited value. I established queer readings of visual culture that is distant from 
eroticised content and gazes. To do so, I compared Whistler’s identity and painted 
landscapes to other queer and normative interwar artists and works. I analysed 
features of the iconography Tennant, Messel and Whistler deployed, developing 
queer readings of specific motifs and themes by examining their signification, 
challenging biographical commentary and exploring their context in interwar 
Britain. I highlighted the significance of contemporaneous social networks, 
historic queer artists and other queer cultural texts. Mobilising Foucault’s theory 
of heterotopias, I developed readings of selected works by Whistler as metaphors 
for queer experience that stressed pathos. I also produced the first academic 
assessment and queer reading of a previously lost Whistler painting. Highlighting 
particular architectural styles and features, I demonstrated coherences between 
real and imagined spaces connected to Tennant, Messel and Whistler, while 
demonstrating further links to queer patrons.
In Chapter Six, my discussion of interiors evidenced that these men combined, 
confused and manipulated gender signification to increase the available margins 
for queer expression. I further established the significance of social networks 
to the visual language I identified and proposed that its reception as queer was 
more likely amongst proximate coteries with the specific knowledge and cultural 
competencies to support intertextual readings. I proposed that Tennant, Messel 
and Whistler deployed theatrical and sexless iconography to divert attention and/
or evade readings of their identities as queer by wider audiences. I traced webs of 
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queer association and connotation relating to the objects and interiors connected 
to these men. The ambiguity and obscurity of these connections allowed Tennant, 
Messel and Whistler’s visual works to be received simultaneously as queer and 
sufficiently normative, on a spectrum of viewer recognition and understanding. In 
tracing features of their visual language, its queer signification and links to other 
queer subjects, I proposed that contemporaneous and earlier queer people, made 
similar identifications and had comparable visual preferences.
Avenues for Future Research
Future avenues for research could extend the theoretical and methodological 
reach of the framework and protocols I have deployed, while there remain 
opportunities to seek fresh source material. I have focused on three men and their 
queer subjectivities in interwar Britain and outlined their positions in particular 
networks, but further analysis of these men and their coteries could elaborate 
on the intersectionality of identities and overlaps between different communities. 
New research could test the queer legibility of the visual language I identify by 
expanding my focus on available interwar accounts and my own twenty-first 
century readings. 
Greater focus on the psychological, phenomenological and affective aspects of 
Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s lives and relationships to visual culture would add 
to my constructionist framed research and offer a fresh approach to queer cultural 
histories. Such perspectives are not antithetical to constructionism but are 
difficult to flesh out when approaching historical subjects. Further contributions to 
queer art histories would be made by mobilising reception studies methodologies 
that examine contemporary audiences’ responses to the visual language I 
identified. This would elucidate why features of Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s 
visual culture are intelligible as queer to particular audiences across generations 
and cultures, while others remain obscure. Informing histories of queer culture, 
this strategy would test the contingency of Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s queer 
visual language and elaborate on Halperin’s contention that contemporary gay 
identity contains the ‘genetic traces…of its own historical evolution’ (Halperin, 
2000, p. 90).
The tracing and analysis of currently obscure works and material excluded from 
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my selective account would elaborate on the extent and features of the visual 
language and networks I have identified. Histories of portraiture and queer art 
histories would benefit from research that traced and analysed Messel’s portrait 
paintings, for example. This would newly situate him within these fields and such 
research offers opportunities to elaborate on the importance of portraiture to 
queer identity formation, a point raised but not developed in existing queer art 
histories (Saslow, 1999). Further research could make contributions to fashion, 
interior, theatre and other design histories by building on my use of material 
cultures methodologies and by drawing new material into discourse. This would 
also contribute to research on queer patterns of consumption. Adding to the body 
of material I have analysed, further comparison with other corpuses and across 
a broader time frame, would help to identify ‘strands of identity and relationality 
across the twentieth century’ (Cook, 2017, p. 122).
Research on the intersectionality of plural identities (Hill Collins and Bilge, 2016) 
and overlaps between socially categorised groups would benefit from further 
study into the queer networks I have outlined. This could elaborate on interwar 
British distinctions between queer and normative masculinities by focusing on 
Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s relationships to (hetero)normative men. A related 
enquiry could advance understandings of the relationships between queer 
men, women, performances of femininity and visual culture, by analysing the 
perspectives, position and contribution of women to the visual language and 
networks I have highlighted. I have drawn attention to the impact of generational 
difference and interchange in the development of sexual and gender identities but 
this could be interrogated further by focusing on Tennant, Messel and Whistler’s 
familial and mentor relationships. Research on black British histories, the 
intersection of queer and black identities and communities, as well as histories 
focused on black subjects in western art (Murrell, 2018), would benefit from 
further comparative analysis of the way black subjects are represented in Tennant, 
Messel and Whistler’s works.
In this thesis I have deployed a theoretical framework that accounts for and has 
directed my analysis of historical sexual and gender identities and the production 
and reception of visual culture. Conducting a comparative discourse analysis 
enabled me to establish and interpret visual correlations across Tennant, Messel 
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and Whistler’s works and practices in the period 1922-1939. I argued that the 
visual language I identified was and is legible as queer by accounting for the 
contingencies of its production and reception. To establish this, I analysed 
sources and their relationships to each other in light of interwar discourses and 
historiographical narratives. My analyses have stressed specificity, adding a 
focused historical study to British cultural and design histories and research 
on masculinities. I have developed ways of reading sources as queer, which 
contribute to queer art histories and queer cultural histories. I have researched 
men and visual material that have been overlooked or addressed in particular 
ways, often outside academia. This intervenes in established biographical 
narratives and draws Tennant, Messel and Whistler and their works into the scope 
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